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ABSTRACT 
In today’s environmental climate, sustainability initiatives target multiple aspects of everyday 
life, including fashion. Yet despite the increasing number of anti-consumerism campaigns and 
the increase in sustainable fashion labels entering the market, mainstream fashion practices 
remain environmentally unsustainable. In addition, fashion supply chains remain notoriously 
opaque and lengthy, often hiding exploitative and dangerous production practices. As an active 
member of the sustainable fashion movement, I occupy the position of activist-researcher to 
examine fashion and sustainability in Australia. This position provides access to the industry and 
movement but also allows the critical distance necessary to identify interconnections and insights 
regarding fashion’s complex sustainability considerations. Specifically I challenge the reliance on 
consumer behaviour change tactics that dominate sustainable fashion activism and argue for a 
more holistic approach to fashion and sustainability. Drawing on Elizabeth Shove’s (and 
colleagues’) social practice theory, which positions the dynamics of social practices – not people 
– at the heart of sustainability solutions and social transformation, this thesis considers fashion 
not simply as a “lifestyle choice” but as a socially and culturally dynamic practice. In order to 
effectively address the “unmaking of unsustainability” of fashion, the co-existing practices of 
fashion – consisting of design, production, retailing, media and consumption – must be 
interrogated as a fashion practice complex, including the interactions between and amongst the 
practices to understand how they have co-evolved to their current unsustainable state. The 
imbrication of these fashion practices is understood by drawing upon empirical data gathered via 
a number of qualitative research methods including in-depth interviews and participant 
observation with Australia’s sustainable fashion movement; in-depth interviews with leading 
sustainable fashion labels and mainstream fashion companies engaged in sustainability initiatives; 
and an ethnography of fashion shopping conducted with “fashion lovers” consisting of 
participant observation, in-depth interviews and wardrobe examinations. My data and analysis 
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highlight how existing campaigns addressing fashion and sustainability neglect the complexity of 
fashion practices, particularly in terms of placing excessive responsibility with consumers to 
change unsustainable industry practices that are out of their control. I argue that industry must 
overcome a number of obstacles to transition to a sustainable mode of production and the 
practice of sustainable fashion entrepreneurs may provide a roadmap toward more creative 
solutions to sustainability if issues of scale and emotional labour can be addressed. I also argue 
that consumers are more aware of fashion’s sustainability issues than is often assumed, although 
they can be confused by contradictory or unsubstantiated messages used in sustainable fashion 
campaigns. Instead, unsustainable fashion consumption practices have evolved through a range 
of factors, including everyday life considerations, concerns around identity and social codes, the 
navigation of emotional needs and states, the lack of access to sustainable fashion, and the ease 
and ubiquity of fast fashion choices. In other words, the practice of fashion consumption is 
already layered before issues of sustainability are considered. This thesis therefore asks how the 
fashion industry and the sustainable fashion movement might more effectively co-evolve fashion 
practices toward sustainable outcomes and highlights the potential for the fashion industry to 
channel its creativity toward sustainability measures.  
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INTRODUCTION 
Fashioning sustainability 
 
In difficult times, fashion is always outrageous. – Elsa Schiaparelli1 
 
INTRODUCTION 
The glare of the spotlight distorted everything except the red carpet beneath my feet and my 
heart quickened, pounding at a deafening volume as the cheerful TEDx commentator hoisted a 
microphone in my face and asked me with her megawatt smile to share my Idea to Change the 
World. I had witnessed each of my fellow panellists step forward to make their 30-second 
pitches to the TEDx crowd, an audience of 2,200 inside the Sydney Opera House, and now it 
was my turn. The words rushed out of me, “Do you know where your clothes were made? The 
deadly Rana Plaza garment factory collapse in Bangladesh on the 24th of April demonstrated 
once again that our fashion system is broken. I propose changing the labelling system on all our 
clothing so that each step of the fashion supply chain has to be disclosed on the tag, including 
the origins of all materials used to create the garment. The lack of information on our clothing is 
completely unacceptable in this day and age and leads to environmental and human rights 
disasters too often.” In a flash my 30 seconds were up and the spotlight swung to the next 
person in the line-up. Moments later we were all whisked off stage.  
My TEDx pitch took place just a week and a half after what is now known as the deadliest 
garment factory disaster in history (Hoskins, 2015). At 8.57am on Wednesday 24 April 2013, an 
eight-story building collapsed in Dhaka, Bangladesh, killing 1,134 garment factory workers and 
injuring more than 2,500 people. It took just 90 seconds for Rana Plaza to collapse. The building 
housed five garment factories that created clothing for Western brands including Benetton, 
Primark, Walmart, El Corte Inglés and Bonmarché. The day prior, 23 April, Rana Plaza was 
																																																													
1 As discussed in her autobiography (Schiaparelli, 1954). 
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evacuated after severe cracks appeared throughout the complex; employees of the bank and 
retail businesses housed on the lower floors did not return to work on 24 April. However, the 
building owner, Sohel Rana, appeared on local media to advise that the building was safe, and the 
employees of the garment factories located on the upper floors were ordered to return to work 
on 24 April under threat of losing their jobs or having their pay withheld (Devnath & Srivastava, 
2013; A. Morgan, 2015). Following the rescue effort, it was determined that Rana Plaza’s collapse 
was caused by poor architecture, cheap building materials, an inappropriate building site and a 
number of broken laws. Rana Plaza was built three stories taller than its permit allowed. In 
addition, it was designed and built as a commercial building to accommodate shops and offices, 
not an industrial building that could have better handled the heavy, vibrating machinery of a 
garment factory. 41 people, including Sohel Rana, seven owners of the factories within Rana 
Plaza, and 12 government officials working in building safety and inspection, have since been 
charged with murder (ABC, 2015). 
The Rana Plaza collapse had a galvanising effect on the global sustainable fashion 
movement.  Members of the movement were glued to computer screens in the days following 
the collapse as the rescue and recovery efforts stretched on and the death toll rose. Images of 
crushed bodies flooded social media newsfeeds, and scenes of workers using bolts of fabric to 
transfer bodies from the wreckage provided a stark and constant reminder that the fashion 
industry was responsible for this enormous loss of life. Many sustainable fashion activists felt a 
renewed sense of urgency to address the inequity and dangers faced by garment workers, the vast 
majority of whom are young women. Many new activists joined the movement from within the 
fashion industry or as concerned fashion consumers.  Aside from the structural issues of the 
building, there was an overall sense among the activist community that Western consumption 
habits caused the collapse due to the ever-increasing speed of production and decreasing price of 
clothing, particularly as fast fashion business models increased in popularity. As explained by 
Melinda Tually, head of the Australian chapter of the advocacy group Fashion Revolution, the 
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collapse can be seen as “Western capitalism at its best. This is purely a product of greed” 
(personal communication, February 5, 2015).  
In the years since the collapse, Rana Plaza remains a sobering signifier of the perils of the fast 
fashion business model and its reliance on diminishing prices and accelerated product turnover. 
However, the immense loss of life and social inequities brought to light by the disaster are only a 
fraction of fashion’s sustainability dilemmas. The fashion industry and related consumption 
practices have an enormous environmental impact, and the environmental cost of fashion is also 
significantly impacted by the popularity of fast fashion. This thesis addresses both these aspects 
of sustainability – labour and environment – in the context of Australian fashion. 
 
A WICKED PROBLEM 
Environmental problems, including climate change, are regularly considered “wicked 
problems” (Head, 2014; Hughes, Huang, & Young, 2013; Levin, Cashore, Bernstein, & Auld, 
2012; Perry, 2015; Peterson, 2009). First coined by social policy scholars Horst Rittel and Melvin 
Webber to contrast against “tame” problems of science, wicked problems are those that cannot 
be firmly defined and do not have a straightforward solution (1973). This term has been adopted 
across a variety of disciplines to discuss complex problems with multiple causes and 
stakeholders, and no concrete answer. Sustainable fashion can also be understood as a wicked 
problem, and as such it will require strategies that are holistic, innovative, collaborative, future-
focused, and engage directly with the variety of fashion’s stakeholders. It is my hope that my 
research will assist the development of such sustainable fashion strategies. A distinguishing 
feature of this study is the breadth of data collected from a range of practitioners and activities 
pertaining to fashion and sustainability. In an attempt to remove blame and to avoid placing 
excessive responsibility on any particular group (i.e., consumers, designers, manufacturers, 
retailers, etc.), this study purposely engages with fashion from a holistic perspective to 
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understand the intricacies of changing its unsustainable aspects. Significantly, by considering the 
interrelationships of multiple fashion practices, this study is able to identify connections and 
illuminate complexities in issues of fashion and sustainability that are not always made visible 
when addressing just one aspect of the practice.  
Fashion’s sustainability issues are especially complex due to its deep supply chains. A 
traditional fashion supply chain includes several links, including inputs of raw materials (i.e., 
cotton plants, wool, petrochemicals, etc.), yarn manufacture (spinning), fabric manufacture 
(weaving or knitting), and product manufacture, frequently referred to as the “Cut Make Trim” 
(CMT) stage of production, when the garments are finally sewn and ready to be worn. At each of 
these stages there are opportunities for various finishing processes, such as cleaning, dyeing and 
printing, which use additional resources (Fletcher, 2014). It is also common practice that the 
commodities and goods used in fashion production are sourced from around the world, with 
final stages of production rarely taking place in the country of material origin (Rivoli, 2009). As 
with other manufactured goods, there are environmental concerns at each stage of the fashion 
supply chain pertaining to natural resource use and emissions. Unlike other consumables – 
particularly food – garments have a long timeframe for environmental impact because of their 
lifespan and use. While the majority of considerations for sustainable food options pertain to 
production (organic, chemical-free, packaging choices, etc.), clothing’s impact upon the 
environment lasts throughout its lifetime because of laundering and disposal practices. Some 
evidence suggests up to 82 per cent of a garment’s energy consumption occurs during its “use,” 
not its “production,” phase (Fletcher, 2014, p. 24).  
Due to the hands-on nature of fashion production, there are also unique implications for 
garment workers pertaining to exposure to chemicals and other safe and fair work conditions 
throughout the supply chain. Since the 1990s, growth in the fashion sector, paired with the 
liberalisation of international trade, has resulted in fashion production shifting to the developing 
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Global South and East including Latin America, Southeast Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa 
(Garwood, 2011). As described by Shae Garwood, “Lengthy supply chains, often using fabric 
from one country assembled in another and shipped to a third for sale, came to characterize the 
industry” (2011, p. 19). As production increases and continues to shift to developing nations, 
sweatshop conditions and regulatory concerns prevail, as exemplified by the Rana Plaza disaster. 
Throughout this increasingly globalised fashion industry there are multiple opportunities for 
either improvement or exploitation at nearly every step in the supply chain. 
The complexity of ecological, social and labour concerns within the supply chain is reflected 
in the confusion about what to call any sustainable improvements in the fashion industry. 
Throughout the literature, and reflected within my fieldwork, the phrases “sustainable fashion,” 
“ethical fashion,” “slow fashion” and “eco fashion” are used variously by the industry and by 
consumers (Clark, 2008; Thomas, 2008). While there exists a lack of coherence in these terms’ 
definitions, “ethical fashion” tends to refer to fashion that privileges improvements to human 
rights and/or animal welfare, “slow fashion” references labels engaging with artisans – 
oftentimes local – and encourages smaller wardrobes and less frequent purchases, “eco fashion” 
refers to fashion that privileges ecological concerns, and “sustainable fashion” rests somewhere 
in between them all. Though skewed slightly toward ecological concerns, “sustainable fashion” is 
the term most likely to be used for fashion attempting to address any combination of the 
ecological and social concerns of fashion production.  
The use of “sustainable” to broadly encompass environmental and social issues reflects the 
United Nations (UN) definition of sustainable development as set out in the Bruntland Report: 
Development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of 
future generations to meet their own needs (Bruntland, 1987).  
Here “needs” broadly refers to a stable climate, clean air and water, healthy ecosystems, safe 
working and living conditions, and secure employment, among other factors. As will be 
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demonstrated throughout this thesis, it is rare (if not impossible) to find a designer in the 
burgeoning sustainable fashion industry that has successfully incorporated all sustainability 
elements into their designs, and many privilege either the environment or social justice in their 
practices. The rationale for these distinctions will be discussed within the chapters and, whenever 
possible, the particular sustainability elements of any garment or label will be identified. For the 
sake of simplicity and to avoid ambiguity with nomenclature, I will use the term “sustainable 
fashion” throughout this thesis to refer to fashion that addresses any element of sustainability.2 
  
INFLUENCES: ACTIVISM AND MULTI-DISCIPLINARITY 
When the Rana Plaza disaster occurred I had been a sustainable fashion activist for just over 
a year. I had published a sustainable lifestyle book3 in 2012 and though fashion shopping was 
only discussed in one chapter, members of Australia’s growing sustainable fashion movement 
reached out to connect and welcome me as another voice for the cause. When I registered to 
attend TEDx in Sydney I was merely one of thousands of attendees hoping to be inspired by the 
line-up of speakers, but when they asked for people to pitch ideas to change the world, the raw 
emotion I felt regarding Rana Plaza overtook any apprehensions I had about addressing the 
massive audience and propelled me to make my pitch to the producers, who put me on stage 
with a handful of other delegates. As I would come to learn through this research project, the 
emotional motivation to improve the environmental impacts of fashion production and/or the 
rights of garment workers spurs many activists and designers to alter fashion’s status quo – 
																																																													
2 I use the term “sustainable” with acknowledgment of its troubled definition (Humphery, 2010; O'Grady, 
2003, among others) particularly pertaining to “sanitized sustainability systems” and notions of 
sustainable development that see the primary role of the planet as providing for humans (Alaimo, 2012).  
3 My book, Sustainability with Style, was initially published as an eBook in 2012 with a second edition 
published in print in 2014, which included the addition of a list of recommended sustainable fashion and 
beauty labels and stores. 
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perhaps that day at the Opera House was simply my official inauguration into the movement. 
Since then I have continued to host community workshops and events on sustainable fashion 
and lifestyles, co-founded the sustainable fashion advocacy group Clean Cut Fashion, which 
hosted the first sustainable fashion runway at a major fashion week in Australia in April 2014,4 
and joined the Australian Fashion Revolution committee. 
My role as an activist is integral to this study of fashion and sustainability in Australia. While 
not strictly “action research,” understood as working “to bring together action and reflection, 
theory and practice, in participation with others, in the pursuit of practical solutions to issues of 
pressing concern” (Reason & Bradbury, 2001, p. 1), I maintained my activist status throughout 
my PhD candidature. My personal experience influenced my research aims, questions and 
methodology, with some experiences directly adding to the empirical data collected for this 
study. The data generated through my fieldwork came out of interactions with participants and 
as a result of being active in the field. In her work on the emotional dynamics of ethnography Liz 
Bondi explains that “Evidence . . . comes into existence through the interaction itself” and that 
the encounters with participants are “rich with emotions and emotional dynamics” (2007, p. 
236). Much of the data in this thesis exists because of interactions with others; in other words, 
the data was “co-constructed” with my participants and the happenings in the field over the 
duration of the study. My ability to engage with a variety of participants, and to effectively 
respond to and understand their emotional states, was enhanced through my active involvement 
in the sustainable fashion movement. 
At the outset of this project I had a desire to trouble some of the assumptions I saw present 
in environmental campaigns addressing fashion. First, the emphasis placed upon consumer 
behaviour change as a solution to fashion’s sustainability crisis, especially the prevalence of guilt-
inducing, anti-consumerism activism tactics. At the time I had a rough understanding of the 
																																																													
4 I stepped down as a Director of Clean Cut Fashion in mid-2014 and remain a casual consultant. 
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complexity of the fashion industry and given the lack of available sustainable fashion labels in the 
market, particularly at the beginning of the study, the emphasis on the consumer felt unbalanced. 
I also wished to trouble the assumptions that appeared to be driving campaign commentary: 
fashion consumption is frivolous and unimportant and those who do care about fashion clearly 
do not care about the environment or garment workers. My involvement in the movement had 
shown me that a wide range of people do care about the environment and sweatshop conditions, 
including those who care about fashion.  At events I would receive comments from audiences 
such as, “I’m on board with what you’re saying – just tell me what I can buy,” or, “I know this is 
all really important, but I just can’t afford to buy sustainable fashion.” As the study progressed 
and the movement gained traction in Australia, comments became more nuanced, including 
“Why does H&M receive such a high score on [ethical fashion rating app] Good On You when 
it’s a fast fashion business?” Not only do people take the issues seriously, they are thinking 
through the implications of new sustainability information on their lives and on their 
understanding of the fashion industry. I grew tired of seeing campaigns like AdBuster’s 
“Everything is fine, keep shopping” or Fashion Revolution’s “Your tee shirt should cost more 
than your latte” (see Appendix 1) belittling the practice of fashion and those who enjoy it while 
simultaneously placing all of the responsibility to improve the system onto fashion consumers. I 
wanted to create an intervention. 
My study was also influenced by the multi-disciplinary approach required to address the 
wicked problem of sustainable fashion. While “housed” within cultural studies and led by its 
critical tools, I also draw from fashion studies, environmental humanities, sociology and business 
studies. Early in my research I came across the work of Elizabeth Shove5 and her colleagues 
engaged in environmental research from a social practice perspective, which places practices, not 
																																																													
5 While this thesis engages specifically with Elizabeth Shove’s work on social practice theory and 
sustainability, her use of social practice theory builds upon the work of others, most notably Reckwitz 
(2002), Schatzki (2002) and Warde (2005). 
9 
	
people, at the heart of sustainability problems. I found this approach innovative and instructive, 
and the rationale to move beyond “ABC” (Attitude, Behaviour, Choice) models of sustainable 
changes (Shove, 2010b) resonated with my desire to move beyond anti-consumerism. 
Considering fashion from a social practice perspective enabled a move past blaming shoppers 
for fashion’s sustainability woes and away from the raft of environmental behaviour change 
studies that seemed to be missing the complexity of everyday life. In the sometimes mundane, 
sometimes extraordinary, realm of fashion consumption there remains much to be understood 
about why people buy the clothes they do (including at what price and frequency) and how 
various systems support or discourage sustainable fashion practices.  
Elizabeth Shove, Mika Pantzar and Matt Watson’s theory of the dynamics of social practice 
(2012) in particular helped me to examine fashion as a “practice complex,” which they define as 
a “sticky” co-existence of multiple practices that share common elements and locations of 
integration; the practices in a complex co-evolve, and the entire complex changes as a result. 
This framing enabled me to consider the multiple elements at play within the co-existing 
practices of fashion design, manufacture, consumption, retail and promotion, including 
(importantly) their shared elements (see Figure 3.2). Considering fashion in this light, the 
multiple practices became intricately interwoven, having co-evolved together to the current 
unsustainable state of fashion – it made no sense to isolate one practice as the primary sinner or 
saviour of sustainable fashion, rather the whole has co-evolved to this point and must now co-
evolve toward sustainability. While much of my research is conducted with practitioners – 
designers, activists, business owners and consumers – and their experiences and expertise inform 
the analysis, it is not the people at the centre of the inquiry but the practices they enact.  
Addressing wicked problems relies on the capability to draw from a variety of perspectives. 
In this thesis the theoretical underpinning of social practice theory was bolstered by knowledge 
from a range of disciplines, which enabled a comprehensive approach to the wicked, complex 
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problem of fashion and sustainability. For example, the practice of sustainable fashion design 
consists of elements including business skills, design skills, an understanding of sustainable 
materials, and the use of fashion media and branding (see Figure 3.3). Having the freedom to 
draw upon insights from a range of disciplines – such as business studies, fashion studies and 
marketing – greatly enriched the analysis of the data and helped identify and interpret the 
interrelationships between and among fashion practices in the fashion practice complex. 
 
RESEARCH AIMS AND QUESTIONS 
My examination of the fashion practice complex was guided by two broad aims. First, to 
understand the everyday lived reality of fashion as both a consumer practice and a globalised 
industry, and second, to forge a deeper engagement with practices and practitioners to gain a 
better understanding of the complexity and interconnectivity of fashion practices. These aims 
support a comprehension of how the various practices of fashion co-evolved to the current 
unsustainable enactments and a consideration of how to transition toward a more sustainable 
complex.  
More specifically, the following questions guided the research and analysis: 	
• How can the sustainable fashion movement and fashion industry move beyond a reliance 
on consumer demand to instead address the fashion practice complex as a whole? 
• How can the sustainable fashion movement more effectively co-evolve fashion practices 
toward sustainability? 
• What can be learned from sustainable fashion entrepreneurs about the challenges and 
opportunities of sustainable fashion? 
• What sustainability issues are known/understood by the mainstream fashion industry, 
and what actions are currently being taken to address them? 
• What design and business innovations are being created/trialled in Australia? 
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• How – if at all – does sustainability impact fashion consumption practices? 
• How do people typically shop for fashion (including key motivations, locations, and time 
spent shopping) and what changes over the course of their lives? 
• What is fashion for, and what does it do for us as consumers? 
• What aspects of each practice will be easiest/most likely to transition toward 
sustainability, and what aspects will be hardest to transition? 
• What are the interconnections between/among the various fashion practices, and how 
can they move toward sustainable transitions together? 
 
GATHERING DATA AS AN INSIDER AND OUTSIDER 
The empirical data for this thesis was generated by a mixed qualitative methods approach 
including in-depth interviews, participant observation and discourse analysis of news and social 
media pertaining to fashion and sustainability. In addition, an ethnographic method I’ve termed 
“wardrobe examinations,” detailed below, produced the data referenced in Chapter Five. There 
was a marked difference in approach between gathering data from participants in the sustainable 
fashion industry and associated movement, and gathering data from consumers. Specifically, 
most participants from the sustainable fashion movement and industry considered me an 
“insider” because of my activist history, and I already knew a number of participants before the 
research began. In contrast, I withheld my stake in sustainable fashion from the consumer group 
in order to avoid making participants feel guilty or overly self-conscious about their fashion 
choices and to limit misleading responses from participants. I also made a point of interviewing 
people who did not know me beyond the role of a university researcher. I did, however, position 
myself as a “fellow fashion lover,” so to my shopper-participants I could be considered both an 
“insider” (fashion lover) and an “outsider” (unknown academic researcher). A variety of 
methods were used to take advantage of my dual role as an activist-researcher to create a 
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comprehensive picture of the practice of sustainable fashion in Australia today. This mixed 
methods approach enabled a deep understanding of the complexity and interconnectivity of the 
practices in the fashion practice complex, which ultimately offered insights for transitioning the 
complex toward sustainability.  
In total 37 interviews were conducted with industry and movement members including 
designers, activists, journalists, educators and representatives from the mainstream fashion 
industry, specifically from mainstream brands that are starting to address sustainability.6 
Participant observation from multiple events addressing fashion and sustainability – including 
events addressing consumers and events addressing industry – also inform the analysis. I often 
found myself treading the border between activist and researcher in order to gain access, 
maintain trust, and build knowledge with industry participants. I found that oftentimes my 
participants wanted to engage in a dialogue about the issues, rather than just answer questions, 
because of my involvement in the movement; sometimes this dialogue would lead to fruitful 
insights, at others it felt like gossip or like companies fishing for information on their 
competitors. In addition, as a researcher my role was to make connections and illuminate 
complexities, and as such I also required periods of reflection when I stepped away from activist 
duties to create the necessary critical distance to analyse my findings without being mired in the 
detail of everyday activism.  
While I was an unknown outsider to the 18 wardrobe examination participants, they, too, 
were outsiders because they were not told the overall study was about sustainability, nor did they 
																																																													
6 Details of interviews and events can be found in Appendix 2 for movement participants, Appendix 3 for 
sustainable fashion designers, Appendix 4 for mainstream fashion participants, and Appendix 5 for 
fashion lovers. 
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know about my role in the sustainable fashion movement.7 This information was withheld 
specifically to manage the attitude-behaviour gap in sustainability studies, which indicates people 
claim to be more sustainable in their practices than they actually are (Carrington, Neville, & 
Whitwell, 2010; Kollmuss & Agyeman, 2002; Moser & Dilling, 2011; Vermeir & Verbeke, 2006). 
I did not want false sustainability behaviour reported, but I also did not want participants to feel 
shamed when discussing issues of ethics and sustainability if they knew the purpose of the 
research or my position in the field. When sustainability issues arose we discussed them, but this 
only occurred when a participant brought up the subject. As a result of this active deception I 
occasionally felt torn between the ethics of feminist research, which often encourages dialogue 
and openness on the part of the researcher (Oakley, 1981; Stuart, 1993), and the need to explore 
all the different practices that pertain to sustainable fashion research.  
 
FASHIONING A THESIS 
This thesis includes five chapters that tell the story of fashion and sustainability in Australia, 
starting with an overview of the key issues and current attempts to address them, and continuing 
with an examination of the complexity and interconnectedness of the practices that must 
transition together toward sustainability. Chapter One provides a detailed summary of the 
environmental and social issues of fashion, including the accelerative role the fast fashion 
business model plays among these issues. In this chapter the complexity and contradictions of 
defining “sustainable fashion” come to light, including the difficulty in determining what fabrics 
are “most sustainable,” understanding at what stages of fashion production and consumption the 
environmental impact is greatest, and comprehending the impact of privileging local Australian 
																																																													
7 Ethics approval was obtained by the University of Sydney Human Research Ethics Committee (HREC) 
for all interviews conducted in this study, including dispensation for withholding information from 
participants. Approval number 2014/695.	
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production over manufacturing in developing nations that rely on the rag trade to alleviate 
poverty. I build upon this complexity to engage in a detailed critique of popular anti-
consumerism campaigns launched by environmental, labour rights and sustainable fashion 
organisations. The shortcomings of moralising and consumer education-oriented messages that 
characterise the campaigns are identified, and the chapter ends with a call for a new approach to 
sustainable fashion that takes into account the complexity of the fashion industry and 
consumers’ everyday lives, including the importance of aesthetics to fashion. 
Chapter Two is based on empirical data collected from the burgeoning Australian sustainable 
fashion movement. Over the course of this thesis there was an explosion of activity in the 
movement – new labels, bloggers, writers and advocates consistently joined the cause, and there 
was a flurry of events from 2015 onwards. The movement consists of highly engaged, motivated 
and networked individuals who typically possess deeply personal motivations for involvement, 
often connected to long-term environmental and/or social justice values. Yet this group also 
really loves fashion. This is not a group of activists determined to shut down the fashion industry 
or who mock the importance of fashion – either for consumers as a source of pleasure and self-
expression, or for the industry and the role it plays in the global economy – they simply want to 
make fashion better. 
I position the Australian sustainable fashion movement as a micro-political movement with a 
strong focus on conscious consumption tactics, which encourages consumers to “be the change” 
they wish to see in the world through the purchase of sustainable fashion and/or abstaining 
from unsustainable fashion consumption (via secondhand or reduced consumption). The 
activities of the movement are marked by a tension between generating consumer awareness and 
prioritising high aesthetic values in order to overcome any lingering “ugly eco-fashion” stigma. 
However, I critique the emphasis on consumer-responsibilisation that marks the vast majority of 
the movement’s activities. Though there are some activities that target the industry, the vast 
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majority address consumers, expecting them to change their behaviour and to demand change 
from the industry. Furthermore, it is unclear if the consumers being targeted by the movement 
identify with the movement’s goals or if they simply want to consume without guilt. This chapter 
also makes the case for a social practice based approach to fashion and sustainability in order to 
overcome the focus on the consumer-citizen and to more effectively address the complexity of 
both everyday life and fashion’s sustainability issues. 
Social practice becomes the major theoretical underpinning starting in Chapter Three, which 
maps the practice of sustainable fashion design among Australian social entrepreneurs in order 
to work towards the “unmaking of unsustainability” of fashion (Shove, 2010c). Building upon 
empirical data from interviews with sustainable fashion designers, I offer case studies of multiple 
sustainable fashion labels to examine how the practice of sustainable fashion design differs from 
mainstream design and to detail the variety of ways participants enact sustainable fashion design. 
I suggest that an understanding of these differences can assist the reproduction of sustainable 
practices throughout the fashion practice complex. I also detail the ethical complexities of 
operating a sustainable fashion start-up and describe the entrepreneurial emotional labour that 
marks most of the enactments of sustainable fashion design amongst my participants. While 
emotions offer strong motivations and often provide entrepreneurs the strength to keep working 
toward increased sustainability, the labour involved in managing the ethical complexities of 
sustainable fashion and the financial difficulties experienced by most sustainable fashion labels 
also indicate potential barriers to the reproduction of a sustainable fashion design practice by 
other designers. 
Chapter Four examines Australia’s mainstream fashion industry’s engagement with 
sustainability. Starting in 2015 there appeared some movement within the mainstream industry, 
most notably department store David Jones’ announcement that it would transition to 100 per 
cent ethical sourcing, and the launch of Australia’s first designer sustainable fashion label, KITX. 
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Through case studies of select mainstream labels engaged in sustainability, this chapter suggests 
there is some hope to be found among the mainstream industry for a sustainable transition, but 
that many limitations currently stand in the way of a true revolution in the practice. In particular, 
most mainstream business structures emphasise economic growth and expansion over other 
goals, commonly leading to trade-offs between finances and sustainability initiatives. A 
comparison between mainstream and sustainable fashion practices also highlights shared 
elements that may support a sustainable transition for mainstream practices and indicates the 
difficulty of introducing sustainable elements into an already problematic practice. Creating a 
sustainable fashion label from scratch appears to be much easier than transitioning an established 
label toward sustainability, even if the financial rewards are lacking for many entrepreneurs. 
Some of the most hopeful insights gained from the mainstream industry can be found in hybrid 
brands – those that were founded as sustainable fashion labels but have managed to overcome 
accessibility, volume and distribution hurdles that often limit the growth of sustainable fashion 
entrepreneurships. In the case of KITX and Dharma Bums, each label works with the fashion 
industry’s own systems while maintaining its sustainability values, and these examples offer 
strong potential for the reproduction of sustainable fashion practices among larger players. 
Data for Chapter Four was difficult to access because of the lack of sustainable action among 
most mainstream organisations as well as the closed and protective nature of the industry, which 
meant I was denied interviews by a handful of popular labels that have sustainability initiatives. 
While I am considered an insider among the sustainable fashion industry, I am not quite an 
insider to the mainstream industry and did not gain access to as many mainstream brands as I 
would have liked. A few participants also wished to be anonymous in this portion of the study, in 
contrast to the sustainable fashion movement and entrepreneur participants. While I respect 
their desire for anonymity and understand the need for protection against competitors (and 
potentially managing reputational risk if customers learned the limits to their sustainability 
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actions), these anonymity requests may limit understanding and research implications because 
readers may not understand where the brand sits in the market. 
In Chapter Five I return to the shoppers and weave consumption practices into the fashion 
practice complex. Fashion scholar Sophie Woodward has suggested that in order to understand 
the full complexity of women’s clothing choices, including the subtle ambivalences and anxieties, 
it is essential to go direct to the “wardrobe moment” as women get dressed (2007). I did not go 
to the wardrobe moment but I did go to the wardrobe (of 17 women and one man).8 Consumer 
participants were engaged in what I have termed “wardrobe examinations” – an oral history that 
consisted of an in-depth interview aided by the material objects of participants’ own clothing and 
accessories. Clare Lomas identified the importance of oral history techniques in fashion studies 
to access “the voice of ‘ordinary’ people”, which is invariably “highly descriptive and full of 
anecdotal material” (2000, p. 368), a view echoed by Buckley and Clark who argue that fashion 
scholarship has focused too heavily on the avant-garde and not enough on the everyday routines 
of fashion choices (2017). Material culture scholars emphasise the role of objects like clothing in 
making a connection between mental and physical worlds (Harper, 2002; D. Miller, 1987, 2010; 
D. Miller & Woodward, 2012; Wall, 2010), and the presence of the garments enhanced the 
information gathered during interviews by eliciting detailed responses from participants.   
The result of this personal, tactile method was an analysis of dressing for everyday life where 
practical, sometimes mundane, influences interact with emotional motives and responses to 
clothing. A comprehensive mapping of everyday fashion consumption is presented in order to 
consider how sustainability elements can be integrated into the practice of fashion consumption. 
What became apparent was that awareness was not the key issue preventing sustainable 
																																																													
8 Not all participants welcomed me into their bedroom and instead would bring pieces of fashion into 
public spaces of a kitchen or living room. In one instance I met a participant at a shopping mall, where 
she brought along key articles of clothing and accessories from her wardrobe as well as photographs of 
her favourite items. 
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consumption practices (at least among participants), as is often assumed by the sustainable 
fashion movement. Rather, fashion consumption is already complicated and problematic well 
before sustainability is considered, which makes the integration of sustainable elements that 
much more complicated. Though high volumes of clothing consumption are present among 
many fashion lovers, there are also some sustainable elements already at play with most of the 
cohort due to the high value they place on clothing. In combination with an appreciation of 
desire and aesthetics, the element of “valuing clothing” suggests a sustainable practice because 
clothing is not necessarily viewed as disposable. This element of valuing clothing offers a 
significant insight for transitioning fashion consumption toward sustainability if other fashion 
consumers can reproduce the element in their enactments of fashion consumption.  
There is enormous potential for sustainable change in the Australian fashion practice 
complex, particularly if approached from a holistic perspective that takes into account the layered 
nature of the practices that form the complex. The thesis concludes by addressing the potential 
of fashion activism that sets its sights on its own impacts to the environment and garment 
workers. A discussion of key research findings highlights aspects of the fashion practice complex 
that are most hindering an evolution toward a sustainable complex – including the lack of 
consumer access (financial and physical) to sustainable fashion items, the toll of the emotional 
labour expended by those in the sustainable fashion industry, and the determination of 
mainstream fashion companies to maintain business-as-usual (BAU) annual profit growth. The 
conclusion also addresses aspects of the complex that point toward sustainable transitions such 
as the potential for mainstream industry practitioners to work together to address supply chain 
solutions and insights to be learned from entrepreneurs and hybrid labels. Barriers to a 
sustainable evolution are also highlighted, and specific suggestions for the Australian fashion 
practice complex to realise its sustainable potential are put forward.  
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PLEASANT, PROBLEMATIC SURPRISES 
My initial intention going into this research project was to demonstrate the complexity of 
fashion consumption to address what I felt was the unfair pressure being placed on fashion 
consumers to remedy the sustainability ills of the practice. Between uncovering the theoretical 
underpinnings of social practice theory and my early interviews with sustainable fashion 
designers and activists, it quickly became apparent that the complexity was not solely the remit of 
consumption, but the entire practice complex. I had started my fieldwork by meeting with 
sustainable fashion entrepreneurs, wishing to interview them to document an accurate history of 
the movement in Australia. However, hearing their trials and successes, and the passion with 
which they spoke of it all, led me to a deeper analysis of their experiences than I had initially 
planned. In particular the emotional entrepreneurial labour of their work became apparent, 
including the challenges of managing the complex ethics of sustainable fashion. Through these 
early interviews I realised issues of fashion and sustainability were substantially more problematic 
than I had originally realised.  Far from just providing historical data, this group provided some 
of the most interesting, complicated understandings of sustainable fashion as it stands today, and 
signalled key challenges and opportunities for it moving forward. 
Another surprise came from interviews with mainstream brands that are engaging with 
sustainability. I did not have many expectations leading into the interviews, but I had braced 
myself to react calmly to greenwashing9 should the issue arise in the interview. Some of the 
brands surprised me with sustainability/ethical sourcing managers who were strikingly similar to 
the entrepreneurs I had met in terms of their personal motivations and deep understanding of 
the issues. Others seemed not to understand the issues, or consistently placed them well behind 
financial goals, which I had anticipated. However, more mainstream brands were taking action 
than I initially realised, they just were not talking publicly about it. While their actions are often 
																																																													
9 Understood as exaggeration or misleading information regarding an organisation’s sustainability 
commitments and/or credentials. 
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slow or minor, my activist-assumptions that they did not know or care about the issues were 
definitely challenged. 
The wardrobe examinations offered me another surprise. I had expected a great deal of 
passionate prose about shoppers’ love of the practice and of certain garments. This attitude 
occasionally came through in interviews, but I was taken aback by the everyday realities that 
impacted most of their clothing purchases – even some of their most treasured pieces. Whether 
it was consideration of appropriateness for the office, how the item could transition from work 
to play, or the care instructions for the garments, there were more “rational” considerations for 
fashion purchases than I had anticipated. It turned out even I had fallen prey to stereotypes of 
fashion lovers as superficial or impulsive. In addition, more shoppers brought up ethical 
considerations than I had anticipated, which challenges the assumption of many activists that 
consumer education is the most important strategy for the movement. It seems many are hearing 
the sustainability message but are not confident about what to do about it or how to make it 
work in their lifestyles. It is possible these participants broached the topics because they are 
fashion lovers and have likely read more about fashion than those not interested in the topic, and 
signals an area for future research, possibly on a grander, quantitative scale. 
One of the biggest – and most pleasant – surprises of my research was the momentum that 
sustainable fashion gained during the three-plus years of my study. While all research issues are 
constantly evolving, particularly those occurring in everyday culture, there was no doubt about 
the increased interest in issues of fashion and sustainability from all corners. Media, consumers, 
fashion brands, students, universities, and local governments all seemed to be talking about 
sustainable fashion at an increasing rate. Innovation in material technology also ramped up, 
particularly the use of recycled plastics, and information about plastic microfibres gained greater 
awareness, further highlighting the complexity of the issues. This increase in activity suggests the 
potential for much future research to be completed in this rapidly expanding field. The Rana 
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Plaza disaster also played an enormous role in the movement during the course of this study, 
largely due to the impact of the global Fashion Revolution campaign. As a result, and as will 
become apparent throughout the thesis, the Rana Plaza disaster almost takes on a role of another 
actor in the fast-growing web of sustainable fashion. I entered this project passionate about 
fashion and sustainability, and I exit it with a renewed sense of purpose and hope that progress is 
occurring – a pleasant surprise and a gift not granted to all researchers. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
Weaving complexity: Fast fashion, sustainability,  
and the aesthetisation of everyday life 
 
 
Indeed, what is a fashion really? Fashion is a form of ugliness so intolerable that we  
have to alter it every six months. – Oscar Wilde1 
 
INTRODUCTION 
If the hallmarks of late 20th Century fashion were democratisation, the diversification of 
styles and the rise of lifestyle-driven fashion (Crane, 2012; Davis, 1992; English, 2007), then 
fashion in the early 21st Century can be marked by the rapid rise of “fast fashion” (Barnes & Lea-
Greenwood, 2006, 2010; Sull & Turconi, 2008). Named for the quick turnaround time from 
design to manufacture and the increased rate that consumers buy and dispose of clothing, fast 
fashion has revolutionised the apparel industry. Where Oscar Wilde once lamented the biannual 
change of fashions, contemporary fast fashion chains commonly introduce new ranges every 
month, with some introducing new lines weekly (Cline, 2013; Fletcher, 2014; Gibson & Stanes, 
2011; Schor & Thompson, 2014; Tokatli, Wrigley, & Kizilgün, 2008). The changes that fast 
fashion has brought to apparel production and consumption practices have generated significant 
social and ecological sustainability concerns. As noted by Juliet Schor in a case study of  
fast fashion: 
The production system drives businesses to use natural resources at hyperspeed, and the 
consumer system makes the resulting products redundant almost as fast. It’s a recipe for 
disaster (2010, p. 29).  
Coinciding with the rise of fast fashion has been a rise in the urgency of the global 
environmental crisis, most specifically climate change. The result has been an increase of anti-
																																																													
1 The Philosophy of Dress, New York Tribune, April 19th, 1885, p. 9. 
23 
	
consumerism campaigns and rapid growth in the sustainable fashion movement, each with aims 
to shift fashion production and consumption toward slower, more sustainable patterns.  
In considering the ethics of fashion, Chris Gibson and Elyse Stanes propose positioning 
fashion consumption as a practice “intricately woven into cultural capitalism, ever-globalizing 
networks of the circulation of material objects, and everyday culture” (2011, p. 183). Also woven 
into this tapestry are a myriad of environmental, labour rights and social justice issues. In this 
chapter I elucidate the complexity of fashion’s sustainability concerns, including the role of the 
fast fashion business model and challenges and contradictions that arise when attempting to 
create “sustainable fashion.”  A popular response to fashion’s sustainability concerns comes in 
the form of anti-consumerism campaigns, which are launched by various organisations and 
advocates with an aim to change consumer behaviour. These campaigns often come in the form 
of moralising judgements of fashion consumption or an attempt to educate the consumer on 
particular issues, and I offer a critique of these campaigns, suggesting they neglect the complexity 
of the practice of fashion and oftentimes belittle the social and cultural role of fashion in society 
and everyday life. I advocate a different approach to addressing fashion and sustainability, 
shifting away from guilt-based, consumer-centric activism, engaging with fashion in consumer’s 
everyday lives, and more effectively taking into consideration the sheer complexity of fashion as 
a material object and social practice.  
 
MEASURING THE IMPACT OF FASHION 
There exists an urgent need to address the earth’s changing climate, which has been 
dramatically altered by human activity and our reliance on fossil fuels (IPCC, 2014; N. Stern, 
2007). Less widely discussed, but no less urgent, is research that outlines nine planetary 
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boundaries that must be maintained in order to sustain relative stability of the earth’s systems.2 
Three of these boundaries have already been exceeded – climate change, rate of biodiversity loss, 
and interference with the nitrogen cycle (Rockstrom, Steffen, Noone, Persson, Chapin, et al., 
2009). Though outlined as nine distinct boundaries, the earth’s systems and its overall climate 
stability and liveability rely on these nine categories working together in a balanced manner.  
Overconsumption in the West is widely cited as a leading contributor to the climate and 
other environmental crises, and is inherently connected to debates surrounding the existing 
endless growth capitalist economic system colliding with ecological planetary limits (Dryzek, 
Norgaard, & Schlosberg, 2013, 2011; Giddens, 2009; Gilding, 2011; Schor & Thompson, 2014). 
The concerns of overconsumption are made apparent in anti-consumerism campaigns that 
feature tag lines such as, “Live simply so others may simply live” and “More love, less 
shopping.” In one particular campaign the phrase “Being is more important than having” is 
placed atop an image of garbage being dumped onto an overflowing landfill (see Appendix 1 for 
campaign examples). Similarly, former CEO of Greenpeace	 Paul Gilding has a chapter in his 
book about the collision of the economy and the environment titled: “Yes, There is Life After 
Shopping” (2011). Many of these campaigns target shopping as a broad category, but fashion 
shopping is frequently the implied target, supporting sustainable fashion expert Kate Fletcher’s 
claim that, “In the collective cultural consciousness, fashion is consumption, materialism, 
commercialization and marketing” (2014, p. 139). While fashion does have an impact on a 
number of the identified ecological boundaries and possesses legitimate sustainability concerns, 
its impacts are not necessarily as damaging as these campaigns may suggest and remain difficult 
to measure. Considering fashion’s deep and elaborate supply chains, anti-consumerism messages 
																																																													
2 The nine planetary boundaries are: climate change, rate of biodiversity loss, nitrogen cycle, phosphorus 
cycle, stratospheric ozone depletion, ocean acidification, global freshwater use, change in land  
use, atmospheric aerosol loading, chemical pollution (Rockstrom, Steffen, Noone, Persson, Chapin III, et 
al., 2009). 
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risk oversimplifying a complex problem by placing too much emphasis on “stop shopping” 
tactics. Later in this chapter I will engage in a detailed critique of such tactics that place the onus 
on the consumer to change her behaviour rather than expanding to include industry and/or 
societal changes. 
While various figures exist reporting on the sustainability impact of fashion – for example, 
that the average shirt has a footprint of four kilograms of CO2 (Grace, 2009) – statistics 
pertaining to the overall environmental impact of fashion are both scarce and ambiguous.3 One 
of the reasons why figures are hard to identify is because fashion is frequently bundled into 
categories such as, “Textile, apparel and leather” in production and labour statistics. In addition, 
the globalised clothing production system consists of multiple stages, frequently across multiple 
countries, making data even harder to calculate. Businesses are not required to record or report 
the data, and thus much of it simply does not exist. The Sustainable Apparel Coalition in the 
United States is currently working on collecting data from fashion brands on a voluntary basis 
with the aim of being able to provide comprehensive and verifiable statistics in the next few 
years (SAC). 
What is known is that fashion only contributes a small portion of an individual’s greenhouse 
gas footprint – less than three per cent is attributed to clothing, compared to food at 28 per cent 
or electricity at 14 per cent (ACF, 2007).  In addition, the textile industry represents just two per 
cent of greenhouse gas emissions in the United States (EPA, 2008), and globally it is well under 
seven per cent.4 These figures only take into account the emissions associated with 
																																																													
3 Australian statistics will be used whenever possible, but given the lack of data in Australia on fashion 
sustainability statistics, figures will also be used from the United States and Britain, as well as global 
statistics. 
4 2005 data indicates that direct global greenhouse gas emissions from “industry” is 14.7 per cent with the 
majority of emissions accounted for in mining, machinery, pulp/paper, food, chemical and cement 
industries, while “other industry” is seven per cent; there is no specific detail regarding the “textile 
industry” currently available. World Resources Institute, Climate Analysis Indicator Tool (CAIT).	
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manufacturing textiles and apparel, not transportation or “use” emissions relating to the energy 
requirements of laundry. For a number of years life cycle assessment data indicated that the 
greatest environmental impact of apparel came from consumer laundering practices, as discussed 
by Fletcher: 
The washing and drying of a pair of classic Levi’s 501 jeans… is responsible for almost 
two-thirds of the energy consumed throughout the whole of the jean’s life; for men’s 
underwear, cleaning is 80 per cent of the total energy demand; and the laundering of a 
polyester blouse uses around six times as much energy as that needed to make it in the 
first place (2014, pp. 91-2). 
However, recent research has contradicted this data and attributes 70 per cent of a garment’s 
environmental impact to the production stage, and only three per cent for laundry (Chalmers 
University of Technology, 2017). These statistics will vary based on how long a garment is 
owned and how frequently it is washed, and it may be that the latest research reflects the trend of 
fast, disposable fashion that does not get laundered often before being tossed out. Whether 
laundering can be pinpointed as the environmental culprit in fashion consumption or not, 
washing machines and dryers account for only five per cent of a household’s total greenhouse 
gas emissions; in comparison, heating (23 per cent), cooling (14 per cent), lighting (11 per cent) 
and electrical devices (26 per cent, including televisions, stereos, computers and other small 
devices) are responsible for nearly three-quarters of household emissions (EIA, 2003). 
While the greenhouse gas footprint of apparel may not seem significant, the impacts from 
water use, chemical pollution, and textile waste are more damaging. The production of clothing 
is heavily reliant on water, and cotton is a particularly thirsty crop – it can take up to 3,800 litres 
of water to produce one kilogram of cotton fibre (Fletcher, 2014). Depending on where the 
cotton is grown it can be rain-fed or use irrigated water, which is sometimes diverted from 
household water sources, a particular problem in areas of water scarcity. Water use is particularly 
27 
	
high in the dyeing and finishing processes of all fabrics, where water consumption varies from 30 
to 60 litres per kilogram of fabric or yarn dyed, and an average textile mill producing 8,000 
kilograms of fabric per day utilises about 1.6 million litres of water (Kant, 2012). Water 
consumption from consumer washing practices is also high, with 15 to 20 per cent of an 
individuals’ water usage attributed to laundry (EPA). 
Wastewater and the chemical runoff from textile manufacturing facilities is a particularly 
serious sustainability concern of fashion, as dangerous toxins are released into freshwater sources 
following many dyeing and finishing processes. In China, which is responsible for over half of 
global textile production, nearly 2.5 billion tonnes of wastewater are produced each year (IPE, 
2012), and the World Bank estimates that textile dyeing and treatment contributes up to 20 per 
cent of global industrial water pollution (Kant, 2012). These chemicals are released into rivers, 
leach into soil and groundwater, and have serious health impacts on the land, water, people and 
animals who occupy these regions (Gordon & Hill, 2015). 5 
 Greenpeace has commissioned a number of research projects into hazardous chemicals used 
in fashion production in recent years.6 A report on textiles in Indonesia identified multiple 
chemicals present in textile wastewater that are known hazards including nonyphenol, a 
hormone-disrupting chemical. Highly alkaline water, which can burn human skin on contact and 
kill any aquatic life residing in the areas of emission, was also detected in the wastewater 
(Greenpeace, 2013).  Increased production and use of synthetic fibres, a common trend in fast 
fashion production, exacerbate these water toxicity concerns because of heavier chemical use to 
																																																													
5 Anecdotes suggest locals can identify any given season’s fashion trends by the colour of the rivers 
outside factory regions (A. Morgan, 2015; Williams & McIlvride, 2016) 
6 Greenpeace has run a “Detox the Catwalk” campaign since 2011to challenge fashion and sportswear 
brands to eliminate hazardous chemicals in their products and supply chains. They have also been critical 
of the industry-led Zero Discharge of Hazardous Chemicals (ZDHC) Programme because of its lack of 
measurable deliverables.	
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create and treat synthetic fabrics (Fletcher, 2014; Kant, 2012). These toxins also pose health 
concerns for people working inside the factories handling the textiles and garments.  
Textile waste poses a significant – and arguably fashion’s most dangerous – environmental 
threat. Every year 21 billion pounds of waste textiles are sent to landfill in the United States, both 
from offcuts in the textile industry as well as consumers discarding unwanted clothing, including 
new, unworn clothing (Cline, 2013). In China, where the majority of the world’s garments are 
manufactured, 26 million tonnes of textiles are discarded each year (Redress, 2015). One major 
source of textile waste is offcuts – fabric left over once patterns have been cut – because 
between 10 and 20 per cent of fabric is typically wasted at this stage of garment production 
(Rissanen, 2008). Post-consumer waste is also high; Americans throw away 68 pounds of used 
clothing per person per year (Cline, 2013), and in Australia, nearly two billion dollars is spent 
annually on clothing that is never used, which roughly equates to each Australian throwing away 
$100 worth of unused clothing each year (Hamilton & Dennis, 2005).  Combined pre- and post-
consumer textile waste that goes to the landfill in Australia each year is roughly 500,000 tonnes; 
this figure represents 88 per cent of all textile waste, because textiles are difficult to recover and 
recycle and there is no standard textile recycling scheme in Australia (ABS, 2013). Once in 
landfill, textiles are slow to break down (and many synthetics never will) and emit methane, a 
powerful greenhouse gas. Chemicals residing in synthetic fibres or dyes can leach into the land 
and groundwater. These issues are compounded by the limited availability of landfill, making 
textiles an increasingly important category for waste-recovery and recycling (L. R. Morgan & 
Birtwistle, 2009). It is possible for used garments to be recycled into new fabrics if they make 
their way to a recycling facility (usually by way of a charitable organisation, although they, too, 
are flooded with excess textile waste, as will be detailed below). However, there are limitations to 
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fabric recycling with the best outcomes currently achieved with white/un-dyed fabrics, natural 
fibres, quality (long) fibres, and pure (not blended) fibres (Fletcher, 2014, p. 125).7 
Textile waste has become increasingly problematic as fashion cycles accelerate under the 
influence of fast fashion. The traditional biannual fashion seasons of Autumn/Winter and 
Spring/Summer have been replaced with updates as frequent as weekly in fast fashion chains like 
Zara, Top Shop and H&M. Statistics indicate that 80 billion new garments are produced each 
year, and Zara produces over one million garments each day (Siegle, 2011). In addition to the 
dramatic increase in the number of garments produced, fast fashion is trademarked by lower 
prices, increased reliance on offshore production, a greater use of synthetic fibres, and a 
reduction in clothing quality compared to traditional fashion manufacturing practices. As 
Fletcher details, this method of fashion production is “designed to be cheap, easy and rapid  
to produce, [and] draws on low-cost materials and labour, short lead times and efficient  
large-volume production” (2014, p. 190), with pieces often designed for 10 wears or less. 
Fletcher further describes how the low prices of clothing are altering consumer buying and 
wearing habits: 
Garments are often bought in multiples and discarded quickly for they  
have little perceived value. Fabric quality is poor and garment construction  
often fails to withstand laundering, promoting rapid replacement. Unlimited  
wants, given succour by rapidly changing trends, are treated with unlimited production 
(p. 190). 
The availability of new ranges at extremely low prices encourages consumers to move onto 
new styles more rapidly than ever before and to make more frequent clothing purchases. 
																																																													
7 Global fast fashion retailer H&M is currently researching innovations that would make it possible to 
recycle blended fibres, particularly important given the high use of blends in H&M’s product range and 
their goal to make “closed-loop fashion” (H&M, 2017). 
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Clothing prices have dropped to such an extent that people are spending less money on clothing 
every year, even as they purchase more items of clothing. For example, in the United States 
fashion as a per cent of household expenditure has dropped from 12 per cent in 1950 to 2.5 per 
cent in 2013 (AAFA, 2013), and the total dollars spent on apparel have declined since 2005.8 
Simultaneously, the average number of items purchased annually has risen from less than 25 per 
person in 1960, to 40 per person in 1991, to 69 per person in 2005. In Australia clothing 
consumption makes up roughly three per cent of household expenditure (ASIC, 2017).  
The increased number of garments produced, the reduced quality of garments, and the rapid 
change of styles, has significant implications on post-consumer textile waste and clothing 
donations. According to Morgan and Birtwistle, collection of post-consumer textile waste 
increased by more than 400 per cent in the UK between 2004 and 2008, by which time it made 
up 30 per cent of waste collected (2009). In addition, there has been a dramatic increase in the 
use of synthetic fibres that correlates with fast fashion. Demand for polyester – a petroleum-
based fabric – has doubled over the past 15 years and has now overtaken cotton as the world’s 
most produced fibre (Fletcher, 2014). It is inexpensive to create, holds dyes without difficulty, is 
easier to wash than natural silk, and has become a preferred fabric for fast fashion brands, 
including the increased use of cotton-poly blends. The use of polyester is of particular concern 
because it is not biodegradable and will remain largely intact in landfill. Research has also found 
that polyester fabrics release microfibres during the laundering process that end up in waterways. 
The particles are too small to be captured by washing machine filters and thus polyester 
microfibers, which are essentially tiny pieces of plastic, ultimately end up in the oceans, are 
ingested by sea life, and ingested by all who consume seafood products (Browne et al., 2011). 
Microfibre pollution is particularly frustrating to sustainable fashion labels that have invested in 
innovation to recycle polyester and other plastics (including plastic bottles and plastic recovered 
																																																													
8 The peak was $1886 per household per year in 2005, and $1604 in 2013 (BLS, 2012). 
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from the ocean) into fabric; they may have inadvertently created a more complicated form of 
pollution than the one they were trying to address. 
Recycling of used clothing through charitable recyclers is also problematic. Donation centres 
are overwhelmed by used clothing and only one-third to one-fifth of all donated clothing is used 
in the country of donation because countries like the United States, Britain and Australia are 
donating more clothing than can be distributed or sold (Caulfield, 2009; Cline, 2013). The 
remainder of donated clothing is sorted to be shred into rags or sent to developing countries, 
though up to 40 per cent of Australian clothing donations are unsuitable for any reuse and sent 
to landfill, often due to illegal dumping of goods outside charitable organisations (Caulfield, 
2009; NACRO, 2013). Donation centres have reported a dramatic rise in clothing donations over 
the past two decades and cited concerns with the quality of many of the garments donated, 
which leads to increased costs to clean or dispose of garments (Caulfield, 2009; Cline, 2013; 
NACRO, 2013).  Much of the clothing donated to developing countries is confiscated upon 
arrival and subsequently sold on the black market. This influx of secondhand Western clothing 
has a negative impact on local fashion industries in many developing countries, where local 
manufacturers cannot compete with prices of cheap, secondhand clothes (Claudio, 2007; Rivoli, 
2009). The result is not only a negative economic impact, but a negative social and cultural 
impact as well, as local artisans and tailors struggle to find work producing local designs and 
garments, and Western style clothing takes the place of local dress – in other words, Western 
waste has become an economic, cultural and societal burden elsewhere.9 
In addition to environmental concerns pertaining to fashion, there are serious human rights 
concerns for garment workers around the globe, which were dramatically highlighted by the 
																																																													
9 In 2016 the East Africa Community (EAC), consisting of Burundi, Rwanda, Kenya, Tanzania and 
Uganda, proposed banning secondhand clothing and leather from 2019. The head of each country must 
agree to this proposal for it to go ahead, but it speaks to the frustration and detrimental impacts of 
Western secondhand clothing being “donated” to developing nations (BBC, 2016). 
32 
	
Rana Plaza disaster of 2013. Of particular concern are the issues of a living wage, access to 
breaks, safe work environments, realistic quotas, piece rates, gender biases (particularly 
significant because 80 per cent of garment labourers are women (CCC, 2012)), child labour, slave 
labour, and, importantly, the ability to unionise in order to address these concerns (Cline, 2013; 
Garwood, 2011; Gordon & Hill, 2015; Klein, 2002; McRobbie, 1997b; Ross, 1997; Siegle, 2011). 
Since at least the 1950s, clothing manufacturing has increasingly shifted away from local 
production in the United States, Australia and Europe due to changes in trade agreements and 
quota systems; since the 1990s the shift has largely been to the Global South and East. As 
demand for cheaper garments increases, production continuously shifts to countries with lower 
pay, correspondingly fewer safety regulations, and a lack of ability to organise or fight for 
worker’s rights (see Figure 1.1, following page) (Garwood, 2011; Gordon & Hill, 2015; Ross, 
1997). The effect has been particularly profound in the US and Australian markets. In the US, by 
2013 only 2.5 per cent of clothing purchased in the country was produced domestically, down 
from 56 per cent as recently as 1991 (AAFA, 2013).  In Australia, currently 92 per cent of 
clothing is imported (Castle, 2014).   
Though ethical production has not yet been adopted by mainstream fashion brands to any 
great extent, issues pertaining to the plight of international garment workers became mainstream 
news following the Rana Plaza disaster. The sustainable fashion movement regularly uses the 
disaster as a benchmark to measure progress, as seen in the Vogue UK article “How the World 
Has Changed Since Rana Plaza” and as I will demonstrate via interviews with activists and 
designers in later chapters (Han, 2015b; Jones, 2014; Parveen, 2014). Rana Plaza provided an 
impetus for increased action amongst the movement and can in some sense be considered 
another actor in the sustainable fashion network because of the extent of the disaster’s impact. 
The international fashion industry was implicated in this collapse, and while some brands like 
H&M, Mango and Walmart paid some compensation to the surviving victims and the families of 
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the deceased, others such as Benetton and Carrefour have (at the time of writing) refused to take 
any responsibility in spite of the fact that their clothing tags were found onsite amidst the rubble 
(CCC, 2015).  
 
	
Figure 1.1: Globalisation in the apparel industry.10  
Author’s own image. 
	
The Rana Plaza disaster highlights the regulation and compliance complexity of fashion 
supply chains connected with the practice of subcontracting. For example, many of the clothing 
brands had agreements with other factories, sometimes in other countries, which outsourced the 
																																																													
10 Garment production has shifted away from Western nations since at least the late 1950s, when Western 
Europe and North American started offshoring production to Japan. Following the introduction of trade 
quotas in 1974, production moved to Mexico, Central America, Hong Kong, Taiwan and Korea. Once 
quotas were maximised from those countries in the 1990s, production again shifted, this time to Latin 
America, Southeast Asia and African nations (Garwood, 2011). Australia saw the biggest shift in 
production in the 1990s, and today 73 per cent of Australian apparel is produced in China (DFAT).  
34 
	
work to a factory at Rana Plaza without advising the brands of this decision. As a result of this 
disaster a number of advocacy campaigns have launched in an effort to persuade fashion 
companies to take more responsibility for manufacturing conditions, including the Clean Clothes 
Campaign and Fashion Revolution. The documentary film The True Cost (A. Morgan, 2015) 
further generated awareness of garment worker conditions by following up with survivors of the 
disaster. As will be discussed at length in Chapter Two, many sustainable fashion advocates feel 
the “tide is turning” toward more ethical fashion production, and that the Rana Plaza disaster 
was a seminal turning point. However, given the longevity of labour issues throughout fashion’s 
history11 this may be a premature assessment. 
Sustainable fashion: a paradox?  
The terms “fashion” and “sustainability” are often presumed to be contradictory. The former 
typically invokes glamorous (or frivolous) ideas of an industry built around the continuous 
creation of the new, including generating desire amongst consumers for the new. Sustainability, 
on the other hand, brings to mind conservation and endurance. Brought together as “sustainable 
fashion” the phrase often generates confusion at the seemingly paradoxical term, or conjures 
visions of unattractive garments made of unrefined natural fibres in uninspired cuts. 
Contemporary sustainable fashion attempts to overcome the paradox by challenging 
assumptions of the speed at which styles change, the fabrics used in production, and what 
designs appeal to a so-called ethical consumer (Black, 2008, 2012; Fletcher, 2014; Fletcher & 
Tham, 2014). However, creating sustainable fashion remains problematic as definitions of 
sustainability vary and most aspects of the practice of fashion offer contradictory and complex 
choices. What does sustainability actually mean when it comes to fashion? What is being 
																																																													
11 Garment worker safety has been an issue since the arrival of the Industrial Revolution, with New 
York’s Triangle Shirtwaist factory fire of 1911 particularly notable because it sparked labour activism and 
ultimately influenced improvements in factory conditions in the United States and other nations (Gordon 
& Hill, 2015; NYT, 1911). 
35 
	
“sustained”? Where is the line drawn between maintaining financial profits and supporting 
renewable resources and ethical production? Can an industry that continues to generate new 
styles season after season, year upon year ever be considered sustainable? 
Research by the European Commission estimates that 80 per cent of the environmental 
impact of any product is determined at the design stage (2012). In fashion this stage is when 
decisions are made regarding fabric selection (type and quality), dyes, finishes, patterns and 
production. The most common choices made by sustainable fashion designers to reduce their 
impact relates to material selection – such as choosing renewable and low-chemical natural fibres 
like organic cotton, wool or hemp, or innovative fibres made from recycled plastic or polyester – 
and production standards in terms of selecting ethically-accredited manufacturers. There are 
others who further engage in sustainable design through low-waste patternmaking, design for 
longevity and end-of-use considerations for the garments through circular business models. 
Chapters Three and Four will specifically address how some of these decisions are made by both 
entrepreneurs and mainstream labels; in this chapter I will simply define some of the most 
common decisions regarding fabric and production. 
It can be tempting to identify “good” and “bad” fabrics, however, the situation is more 
complex than may first appear and different sustainability risks are associated with the 
production of each fabric type. For example, in addition to high energy demands and use of oil 
as a raw material in creating polyester (which makes up more than 50 per cent of global fibre 
production (Fletcher, 2014)), in addition to pollution concerns at disposal, polyester also has 
unique political, social and environmental concerns because of its reliance on the petrochemical 
industry. As Fletcher explains: 
Chief among [polyester’s impacts] is a heightened sense of risk associated with an acute 
reliance of industries, nations, communities and lifestyles on oil – an increasingly 
expensive, and difficult to access, resource. Also impactful is the high ecological and 
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social cost of oil exploration and extraction and the infrastructure necessary to transport 
the oil to the big oil-consuming nations (2014, p. 17). 
This reliance on oil means polyester not only has a higher energy requirement than cotton, but 
decidedly more complex social and ethical repercussions as well.  
On the other hand, cotton, which makes up 35 per cent of global fibre production, has 
sustainability issues pertaining to toxicity and water. For example, traditional (non-organic) 
cotton production uses 25 per cent of the world’s insecticides and 11 per cent of the world’s 
pesticides (Fletcher, 2014). In addition to soil degradation, nitrate contamination to water, and 
greenhouse gas emissions resulting from pesticide production and delivery, the United Nations 
(UN) and World Health Organization (WHO) estimate that up to 77 million non-organic 
cotton workers suffer poisoning from pesticides each year. As previously mentioned, cotton 
demands large volumes of water and even in regions where the crop is rain-fed instead of 
irrigated there are concerns such as changed access to water due to wells and other 
infrastructure, and contamination from pesticides and fertilizer (Fletcher, 2014).  
The complexities of cotton are deepened as American cotton, and in particular Monsanto’s 
genetically modified Bt cotton, is grown in other countries. There remains much debate whether 
Bt cotton seed, which was originally designed to combat bollworm and cut down on pesticide 
use, can be considered a success in India given contradicting reports of improved cotton crop 
yields, increased soil deterioration, reduced toxicity exposure to farmers, poisoning of livestock 
and increased farmer suicide (Gruere & Sengupta, 2011; Kathage & Qaim, 2012; Krishna & 
Qaim, 2012; Tarafdar, Rathore, & Shiva, 2012). Similar uncertainty is found in China, where the 
Bt cotton did combat bollworms but enabled local minor pests to become major pests as a result 
of the seed being developed in the United States, which has different secondary pests than 
China. Ultimately the Chinese farmers using Bt cotton had to spend 40 per cent more on 
pesticides than neighbours growing conventional cotton, and because of the higher cost of Bt 
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cotton seed, their profitability suffered and they earned less money even when they produced 
more cotton (Wang, Just, & Pinstrup-Andersen, 2008).  
Australia does not produce any organic cotton and almost 100 per cent of the Australian 
crop is Bt cotton. It is one of the nation’s largest rural exports, representing 30 to 60 per cent of 
the gross value of agricultural production in the regions it is grown (Cotton Australia, 2016). 
There is little scholarship on Australian Bt cotton’s environmental benefits and hazards,12 but 
Cotton Australia suggests Australia produces “sustainable cotton”. This is supported by claims 
that local farmers are using less water and fewer chemicals, with the industry body noting a 40 
per cent increase in water productivity between 2003 and 2013 and an 89 per cent decrease in 
insecticide use over the same period (Cotton Australia, 2014). The organisation explains these 
improvements were assisted via an online self-assessment program for growers to measure 11 
key areas of production. 
In addition to these two common fabrics, cotton and polyester, there exists a wide variety of 
fabrics that are similarly complex when examined from a sustainability perspective. Wool is both 
a traditional staple and a luxury fibre used in exclusive fashion pieces and can claim the “natural 
fibre” title, yet the specifics of wool sustainability are multifaceted and connected to animal 
welfare issues. HRH The Prince of Wales famously buried two jerseys – one made of wool, and 
one made of synthetic fibres – in the gardens at Clarence House to compare how they 
biodegraded. After six months, the synthetic jersey had remained intact, requiring only a wash to 
be worn again, while the wool jersey “had quietly and usefully biodegraded itself away to 
nothing” (Wales, 2016). The stunt was part of the UK’s Campaign for Wool, an attempt to aid 
																																																													
12 Available research indicates insecticide-use has decreased, and those used are “more favourable” in 
terms of safety, but that the impact of genetically-modified plants, like Bt cotton, on soil health requires 
further study because the Bt toxin has been found in the roots of the plants throughout the crop’s 
lifespan (Downes & Mahon, 2012; Downes, Mahon, & Olsen, 2007; Gupta & Watson, 2004; Knox, 
Constable, Pyke, & Gupta, 2006). 
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Scottish sheep farmers who are feeling the force of synthetic preferences from contemporary 
fashion labels. While it is true that wool is natural and can biodegrade, it will only safely and 
effectively break down if particular dyes and finishes have been used (Fletcher, 2014). Wool also 
offers its own environmental concerns of high water and energy use to clean the wool once 
sheared, which results in greasy effluent requiring disposal (though some is used in lanolin 
production), and for sheep that are not raised organically there are land degradation and pesticide 
concerns as well.  
Wool becomes increasingly problematic in Australia because of animal welfare concerns 
associated with the practice of mulesing to prevent flystrike. Merino sheep in Australia 
commonly suffer from flystrike because of the way their skin is formed, wrinkled along their 
breeches and around their tails, creating a moist environment for flies to (painfully) live and 
breed. The practice of mulesing involves shearing the wrinkled skin while the sheep are just 
lambs, which is a painful procedure when done without anaesthetics. There are debates about 
the best solution for this issue including the use of local anaesthesia and pain management 
techniques, application of chemical insect repellents, and selective breeding practices that 
support sheep with smoother skin and shorter tails (James, 2006; C. Lee & Fisher, 2007; Paull, 
Lee, Colditz, Atkinson, & Fisher, 2007; Sneddon & Rollin, 2010). Though issues of animal 
welfare are not always included in discussions of sustainable materials, there are segments of the 
sustainable fashion movement that place significant emphasis on these issues including animal 
rights activists PETA and the fashion rating system Good On You.   
Even the so-called sustainable fabrics being trialled by designers are not always as sustainable 
as they seem (Black, 2012; Fletcher, 2014). For example, a switch to organic cotton eliminates 
toxicity concerns for people and planet, but often provides lower yields and the crop has 
similarly high water requirements to its traditional counterpart. Bamboo, on the other hand, is a 
rapidly growing plant that requires very little water, but the physically rigid nature of the plant 
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necessitates the use of harsh chemicals to isolate the cellulose into strands usable for fibre 
production. The use and disposal of the chemicals is not yet widely regulated. Lyocell or Tencel, 
created from renewable tree bark, goes through a chemical process similar to bamboo but in a 
closed-loop setting, meaning chemicals are captured and reused, therefore not emitted into 
waterways. Often called a sustainable replacement for rayon because of the smooth texture and 
superior draping, this fabric brings some quality concerns because it can show early signs of wear 
via pilling and small holes. Recycled plastics and polyesters are another popular choice among 
designers – particularly in the activewear sector – but there remain energy, water and chemical 
requirements, not to mention the risk of plastic microfibres entering waterways. Wild silk and 
soybean fabrics are other alternatives on the market, and hemp remains a highly sustainable 
choice because of the ease of growth without pesticides, low water requirements, and the ability 
to use all parts of the plant in various products/industries. However, there remain aesthetic 
concerns over hemp due to its course and heavy nature, which is sometimes addressed through 
the use of hemp-silk or hemp-cotton blends.  
Instead of feeling overwhelmed by the complexity and multitude of fabric options, Fletcher 
suggests embracing material diversity as part of the pathway forward in sustainable fashion 
design with the need to “be comfortable with complexity; to soak it up, yet not feel 
disempowered” (2014, p. 43). She argues that this requires designers to combine skills in new 
ways to blend their design abilities, experience and intuition with issues of ethics, consumption, 
and lifecycle assessment of fabrics: “There is, after all, no single one-size-fits-all solution but 
multiple design opportunities working at different scales, levels, time frames and with many 
different people” (2014, p. 44). Stepping back to look beyond simplistic black and white 
judgements of what makes a garment “sustainable” enables an acceptance that while there is no 
simple answer, there is also less room to make a mistake. Instead we can find ourselves 
supported to think about the garment and its use in our lives from a more considered and less 
critical perspective. 
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Production processes are similarly complicated because of the deep and complex supply 
chains in the fashion industry. Not all production in developing nations is unethical, nor is all 
production within Australia fair. Even outside of Fairtrade-certified (and otherwise accredited) 
Cut Make Trim (CMT) facilities, many factories are regulated to high standards and many 
fashion labels engage independent auditors to ensure compliance with codes of conduct and 
health and safety standards. There are criticisms of these audits, namely that factories know 
when the auditors will arrive and clean up their act ahead of the audit (Garwood, 2011).13 Due to 
the multiple stages of production – raw materials, fabric creation, CMT – regulations may vary 
throughout the supply chain, and a facility with decent conditions may very well subcontract a 
job to a facility with poor conditions and no regulatory systems (and withhold that information 
from the customer). Yet even with the documented dangers of unregulated sweatshops, some 
economists, including Jeffrey D. Sachs and Paul Krugman, have argued for the existence of 
sweatshops as a necessary first step out of poverty for developing nations, in part because of the 
ease of entry into fashion production – all that is needed is a room with sewing machines, a fairly 
standard and affordable technology (Krugman, 1997; Myerson, 1997). Other scholars have 
argued that boycotts cause more harm than good to sweatshop workers, supporting the “bad 
jobs are better than no jobs” perspective of Krugman (Timmerman, 2012). One of the promises 
of globalisation is that rich nations will have access to lower priced goods and poorer nations will 
have access to jobs that help its citizens pull themselves out of poverty; in this regard the 
perceived need for garment work in developing nations is hard to overlook, even if the lived 
reality is rife with issues of safety, lack of a living wage and unfair work standards. Indeed, it is 
this perspective that drew Rana Plaza’s employees back to work the day after cracks appeared in 
the building’s walls – they needed to work to support themselves and their families. 
																																																													
13 The industry is evolving toward increased self-auditing, largely due to the influence of the Sustainable 
Apparel Coalition, and industry alliance for sustainable production and supply chains. 
41 
	
Closer to home, a “Made in Australia” label does not guarantee the garment was created 
without any social justice issues. First, any “Made in” label only addresses the final stage of 
production, known as CMT or as the Tier One supplier. There are no requirements for brands to 
disclose or even trace the origins of the fabric and thread (Tier Two suppliers), let alone the raw 
materials (Tier Three suppliers), essentially rendering these labels incomplete. In addition, as 
recently as 2010 there have been reported accounts of illegal sweatshops and outworker 
arrangements in Australia (Kaila, 2010). As such labour rights organisation Ethical Clothing 
Australia (ECA) works with Australian apparel manufacturers and the Textile, Clothing and 
Footwear Union to offer accreditation that the CMT stage of production has adhered to 
Australian labour standards; an overview of their work and perspectives from the organisation 
will be discussed at length in Chapter Two. ECA only accredits the final CMT step of production 
– an important step, but not the entire picture of ethical production – and it does not address 
environmental issues at all. Further complicating the lack of information available on “Made in” 
tags, one of my participants reported seeing “Made in Australia” tags being sewn onto garments 
in a Chinese factory she visited before becoming a sustainable fashion advocate. Just as with 
fabric choices, production decisions remain an ethical minefield and there is no obvious “most 
sustainable” or “most ethical” choice.  
Upon examination of fashion’s deep supply chains and intricate manufacturing systems, it 
becomes apparent that each stage adds to the complexity of measuring fashion’s sustainability 
impact.  While links between fashion shopping and climate change are not as apparent or 
incriminating as some anti-consumerism campaigns may suggest, the less-widely discussed issues 
of water use and chemical pollution offer strong evidence for changing fashion production 
practices to work within ecological limits.  The impact of fashion on waste is particularly 
compelling, and there are clear connections between fast fashion, increased production and 
consumption of apparel, and increased disposal of clothing. When combined with the troubling 
existence faced by many garment workers – including the notion that many would be 
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unemployed without clothing manufacturers in the country – it is apparent that fashion has 
significant room for sustainable improvement and the business models supporting the fast 
fashion sector warrant particular scrutiny. Later chapters will delve more deeply into how various 
sustainable fashion designers, entrepreneurs and mainstream fashion brands are navigating the 
complexity of making fashion sustainable. This empirical data will provide further evidence that 
there is not one clear solution for sustainable fashion but nevertheless will continue to challenge 
the notion that “sustainable fashion” is a paradox. 
 
ANTI-CONSUMERISM SHORTCOMINGS 
Anti-consumerism messages pervade the environmentalist landscape, including campaigns 
that address fashion consumption. Sam Binkley and Jo Littler define anti-consumption as 
“consuming less” and anti-consumerism as “consuming differently,” the former connected to 
Stop Shopping or voluntary simplicity campaigns, and the latter exemplified by the promotion of 
ethical consumption (2011, p. 7). However, many consumer and cultural studies scholars 
conflate the terms, using one or the other to address both phenomena and address consumer 
resistance, boycotts, counter-cultural movements and/or ethical consumption, among other 
practices, or embrace terms such as political consumerism or the new politics of consumption to 
describe a range of activities that challenge the consumption status quo (Cherrier, 2009; 
Humphery, 2010; Micheletti, 2003; Micheletti & Stolle, 2008; Sassatelli, 2009; Schor, 2000, 2010; 
Schor & Thompson, 2014). In this thesis I will use the term “anti-consumerism” to discuss 
sustainability campaigns that address either consuming less fashion or consuming it differently 
for the sake of the environment and/or social justice.  
Anti-consumerism campaigns addressing fashion come from a range of sources including the 
environmental movement, social commentators and the sustainable fashion movement itself. 
Chapter Two will include a detailed examination of the Australian sustainable fashion 
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movement, but some of their anti-consumerism messages will be addressed here because of the 
movement’s role in the growing presence of these messages. Two of the most common 
approaches employed in anti-consumerism messages are campaigns that take a moralising tone 
and those focused on consumer education. The below examples demonstrate a variety of these 
campaigns by Australian climate activist group 1 Million Women (Figure 1.2), ABC’s television 
series War on Waste (Figure 1.3), and the local chapter of a global sustainable fashion 
organisation, Fashion Revolution (Figures 1.4 and 1.5).  
 
Figure 1.2: Instagram posts by 1 Million Women 
Image source http://www.instagram.com/1millionwomen 
 
 
Figure 1.3: Still image from War on Waste  episode discussing fashion waste, circulated online  
including Facebook, Twitter and Instagram. Image source The Dai ly  Te legraph (Bliss, 2017).  
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Figure 1.4: Instagram posts by Fashion Revolution that take a moralising tone 
Image source http://www.instagram.com/fash_rev_ausnz/ 
 
 
Figure 1.5: Instagram posts by Fashion Revolution that focus on educational messages 
Image source http://www.instagram.com/fash_rev_ausnz/ 
 
Often the messages and statistics are presented as stand-alone information without offering 
sources for the data referenced or suggestions on how to remedy the situation.  The growing 
popularity of Instagram as a campaign tool has enabled the introduction of a slew of hashtags 
like #sustainablefashion, #ethicalfashion, #qualitynotquantity, and #slowfashion into the 
campaign messages (see Appendix 1 for more examples). Whether designed to provide 
information or to critique consumerism, the shared feature of these campaigns is an insistence 
on consumer lifestyle change so one’s fashion consumption does not cause unnecessary harm to 
the planet or garment workers. 
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Gender undoubtedly plays a role in anti-consumerism campaigns because of the ways in 
which consumption – and overconsumption – is typically gendered feminine (see Andrews & 
Talbot, 2000; Bowlby, 1985, 1993; Nava, 1991, 1996; Scanlon, 2000; J. Shaw, 2010, among 
others). Despite the fact that market research suggests men spend more money on clothing and 
accessories than women, and the menswear market is expanding at twice the rate as womenswear 
(Edelson, 2016), fashion consumption remains assigned to women – particularly white, middle 
class women (Crane, 2012; Entwistle, 2000a; Evans & Thornton, 1989; Wilson, 1992). Even if 
the anti-consumerism campaigns do not explicitly target women, the assumed audience of anti-
consumerism campaigns is female.  
The campaigns of the 1 Million Women organisation directly target women. The mission of 
the group is to encourage one million women and girls to cut one tonne of carbon from their 
lifestyles. As explained on their website: 
In Australia, women make 85 per cent of the consumer decisions that affect the 
household’s carbon footprint – we can influence through every dollar we spend and 
every choice we make (1MW).  
The organisation is centred on changing female behaviour because of the significant impact 
women have on consumption, urging women to “vote with their wallet” for the planet, and also 
locating the source of climate change as consumption. The implication of the feminised anti-
consumer campaigns is the implied double-responsibility of women – women have caused the 
“damage” because of their consumption practices, but they can also be its saviours because of 
their power over household decisions and their greater empathy for environmental causes 
compared to men (Southwell, 2015).  
Despite the prevalence of anti-consumerism campaigns, fast fashion consumption is rising in 
Australia and around the globe. Recent market reports indicate that a more rapid lifecycle is also 
appearing in the luxury and affordable luxury segments as brands adjust to consumer 
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expectations of instant, and constant, style gratification (BOF, 2016). In Australia, the arrival of 
global fast fashion retailers has generated extreme hype. Zara’s 2011 opening day in Sydney 
brought “Zara Fever” to the city, with reports that within three minutes of the doors opening, 80 
per cent of the stock had been removed from shelves and racks to be purchased. At the time 
Zara’s communications director, Jesus Echevarria, stated, “I’ve never seen anything like it. We’ve 
have great launches before, but this is the biggest” (Lewington & Speranza, 2011). Similarly, 
when H&M opened its first Australian store in Melbourne in April 2014, over 3,000 customers 
were waiting outside for the doors to open, and more than 15,000 people visited the store on 
opening day, making it one of the best store openings in H&M history (Greenblat, 2014). There 
are now over 13 Zara stores and 20 H&M stores in Australia, with each company planning more 
store openings.14 The initial hype has calmed, but analysts advise the brands will continue to 
grow market share, taking sales from local Australian retailers (Hatch, 2016) (the impact of global 
brands on the Australian fashion industry is addressed at length in Chapter Four). 
Even consumers who identify as “environmentally minded” are attracted to fast fashion. 
Annamma Joy’s research team found in their study of environmentally-conscious individuals 
aged 18-35 that participants relished the fact that they can see a look on a catwalk one month, 
and wear something similar the next, just like other fast fashion consumers (2012). As explained 
by one participant in the study: 
The trendy items allow me to update my wardrobe more regularly than before. If  
the style is going to be dead in a year, why should I buy a piece that will last longer? 
(2012, p. 282) 
While some participants recognised the contradictions between their fashion purchases and their 
general pro-environmental behaviour, this study identified the importance of style, aesthetics and 
																																																													
14 The largest areas for growth for Zara and H&M are the growing middle classes in China and India, and 
these regions are targeted for the largest number of store openings in coming years. 
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desire as motivations to fashion purchases more so than non-fashion purchases, like food, or in 
activities like recycling.  
In contrast to – and as demonstrated by – the appeal of fast fashion, anti-consumerism 
campaigns have not gained the same results. Beyond the rise of clothing purchases and the 
popularity of fast fashion, the greater climate change cause has also struggled to connect with 
mainstream citizens, or at least failed to incite significant action or behavioural change. Since the 
issue of climate change gained greater public awareness from the mid-2000s, per capita 
greenhouse gas emissions continue to rise in developing countries and remain high in developed 
nations (WRI, 2014). These increases are despite a rise in public belief that climate change is a 
reality, is caused by human activity, and that action should be taken (Climate Institute,  2013; 
Leiserowitz, Maibach, Roser-Renouf, Feinberg, & Rosenthal, 2014; Leviston, Leitch, Greenhill, 
Leonard, & Walker, 2011).15 
While the reasons for climate inaction are complex – including the influence of the powerful 
climate denialism movement, which spreads inaccurate climate data and adds confusion to an 
already complex situation (Buell, 2003; Goldenberg, 2013) – the contradictory behaviour 
between knowledge, values and action has attracted much scholarship in recent years. Known as 
the attitude-behaviour gap or value-action gap in environmental behaviour change studies, this 
gap refers to the difference between people’s environmental values and their environmental 
actions (Carrigan & Attalla, 2001; Devinney, Auger, & Eckhardt, 2010; Kollmuss & Agyeman, 
2002; Vermeir & Verbeke, 2006), and a similar gap has also been cited in fair trade buying 
behaviour (D. Shaw, Hogg, Wilson, Shiu, & Hassan, 2006). The Joy et al. study provides a 
pertinent example of this gap in relation to fast fashion practices of people with environmental 
values. The reasons for the gap are many and varied, and addressing this field of behaviour 
																																																													
15 Two-thirds of all Australians and Americans agree that climate change is occurring, and 83 per cent of 
Americans agree the United States should take action on climate change even if it has economic costs 
(Climate Institute, 2013; Leiserowitz et al., 2014). 
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change research in any great detail is beyond the scope of this thesis. However, commonly cited 
barriers to sustainable fashion consumption include concerns of higher price, confusion over 
information, lack of accessibility (most sustainable fashion is available online only), and style 
concerns (Connell, 2010; Niinimaki, 2010; Ritch & Schroder, 2012). Outside sustainable fashion 
research, the findings most significant to this project include work that has dispelled a number of 
myths about how to change people’s environmental behaviour. For example: environmental 
values do not necessarily influence behaviour (Carrigan & Attalla, 2001; Shove, 2010a); more 
climate information does not lead to more climate action (Moser & Dilling, 2011); different sites 
of practice impact behaviour differently, for instance, environmental actions are performed less 
on holiday compared to at home (Barr, Gilg, & Shaw, 2011); and guilt, fear and destruction 
messages are not effective (Fredrickson, 1998).  
Considering the limitations of behaviour change studies alongside anti-consumerism 
scholarship, specific shortcomings of campaigns addressing fashion and sustainability become 
apparent. These shortcomings primarily fall under the categories of: guilt and moralism, 
confusion over data, and responsibilisation of the consumer-citizen. Each of these shortcomings 
is indicative of an overall failing to understand the role of fashion in people’s everyday lives. I 
will address each of these categories in turn to argue that, while there is potential for change 
through micropolitical action at the level of the consumer, it is essential to recognise the limits of 
such action when attempting to address systemic issues including fashion’s sustainability 
concerns and the greater climate crisis. 
 Don’t make me feel guilty 
In her research on waste, Gay Hawkins examines the ineffectiveness of fear- and guilt-based 
messages, which she refers to as “disenchantment stories”, noting the stories do not shock us 
into action: 
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[T]heir impact is often overwhelming and immobilizing. They can perpetuate  
the very relation to nature they seek to challenge: alienated distance and disinterest. 
When the exploitative force of economic power and human destruction is so overcoded 
why bother contesting it? You may as well just keep shopping (2006, p. 9). 
She suggests that beyond simply making a consumer feel guilty, these messages cut straight to 
the heart of an environmentalist dilemma – recognition of the interconnectedness of one’s 
everyday actions to the broader economic and cultural systems, whether this is clearly articulated 
or not. The idea of making the suggested environmental changes can remind people of what they 
are up against, which includes multinational corporations and the economic power they wield. 
The result of this recognition can be such that citizens freeze with inaction, become 
disenchanted by the messages, and continue living their normal lives, because what can one 
person’s change in behaviour actually achieve?  
Hawkins’ ultimate argument about disenchantment stories is not that more positive messages 
need to be used to counterbalance the effect, but that these disenchantment stories “presume a 
fundamental dualism between human culture and nonhuman nature” and “this dualistic thinking 
inhibits any serious consideration of the specificities of waste and our relations with it” (p. 9). 
Hawkins provides examples of challenging this dualism, and the corresponding moralising 
approach to environmentalism, through a closer engagement with waste, as opposed to the 
current practice of looking upon it with disgust or guilt and whisking it away. For example, 
Hawkins recognises the variety of uses plastic bags have in our lives apart from merely waste – 
they help carry groceries, you can put wet swimsuits in them, they hold other rubbish – and asks 
whether cultivating feelings of empathy towards rubbish is a more “environmentally friendly” 
way of dealing with rubbish than cultivating feelings of otherness and disgust. 
Considering Hawkins’ insights in the context of fashion provides opportunities to rethink the 
dualism between the human culture of shopping and the nonhuman nature of climate change (or 
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waste, or water issues). Instead of focusing solely on the negative environmental aspects of 
consumption that locate us as separate from nature – greenhouse gas emissions, overflowing 
landfills, chemical-laden rivers – it may be more useful to seek opportunities to engage more 
closely with fashion and the buying and wearing of clothing. What does fashion do for people? 
What are the purposes of different articles of clothing? How does clothing help us live our lives? 
How and why does fashion bring joy, pleasure or frustration to consumers? 
In order to engage more closely with fashion consumption, campaigns must first 
acknowledge that the guilt-inducing tones of their anti-consumerism campaigns act in direct 
contradiction to how and why people buy clothing. Fashion choices are largely driven by style, 
price and availability (Solomon & Rabolt, 2009), and predominantly motivated by desire. As 
discussed by Kirsi Niinimaki in her research on eco-clothing consumption, “In fashion the main 
driver for change is the consumers’ desires, not guilt” (2010, p. 161, my emphasis). Desire to 
consume fashion is complex and connected to consumers’ ideas about identity, lifestyle and 
fitting in (Crane, 2012; Davis, 1992), and too often campaigns ignore the complexity and 
significance of this desire, assuming that guilt will overcome desire. 
Angela McRobbie also recognises the limits of negative campaigning. In a discussion of 
fashion boycotts she writes, “campaigns can only play on people’s consciences and as we all 
know battling against poverty on a global basis is an exhausting and demoralising struggle,” 
which is why she believes consumers return to the shops after the press dies down about the 
latest sweatshop discovery or garment factory disaster (1997a, p. 84). McRobbie argues that 
another dualism is prohibiting the move toward sustainable fashion consumption – the 
consumer-producer dualism – and that it produces a sense of political hopelessness. She suggests 
a stronger connection needs to be made between producers and consumers of clothing, and an 
increased understanding of where and how our clothes are made, in order to improve the lives of 
garments workers. Some sustainable fashion campaigns are starting to address the consumer-
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producer dualism, most notably the Fashion Revolution campaign which urges consumers to 
contact fashion labels via social media using photos of themselves in the label’s clothing 
accompanied by the hashtag #WhoMadeMyClothes? Brands are urged to respond via social 
media with an image of the factory and/or garment worker holding a sign that reads, “I made 
your clothes.” Although a potential first step toward fashion transparency, this campaign risks 
reproducing the consumer-producer binary. Consumers are not building relationships with 
producers directly because each remains on one side of a camera and/or computer, with garment 
workers often in distant countries and not in control of the image, which is mediated by the 
brand. While there is little doubt that some response from brands is better than none – our 
imaginations are left to conjure the worst when a label is not willing to share any pictures from 
inside a factory – just how authentic the response is, and how viewing images on screen can 
overcome the consumer-producer disconnect, remains to be better understood. 
Kim Humphery (2010) builds upon the work of Hannah Arendt and J.K. Gibson-Graham to 
suggest an ethical approach to “the task of commentating” on consumerism, arguing that  
anti-consumerism should limit the guilt-inducing messages and instead work towards an “ethics 
of address”: 
The downfall of anti-consumerism as moralism is not that it dares to invoke moral 
principles and offer judgements, but that it does so…in an attitude of current disrespect 
(or, at most, patronizing lament) for the contemporary western person as social and 
economic actor (p. 160). 
How “ethical” can ethical consumption be when campaigns and advocates refer to consumers 
with disdain because of their apparent disregard for the environment and/or garment workers? 
Regardless of the sustainability urgencies that motivate campaigners, how can belittling the 
consumer effectively create change? How can consumers be expected to respond positively to 
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groups that are – for all intents and purposes – judging their lifestyles from afar and criticising 
their choices, whether the consumer is aware of the sustainability issues or not?  
Arguably many campaigns by sustainable fashion activists embrace a greater ethics of address 
compared to traditional anti-consumerism environmental groups, as can be seen through their 
optimistic tone of “celebrating the future of fashion,” which will be detailed in Chapter Two. 
However, the prevalence of moralising tones largely remains in online campaigns, as 
demonstrated in the examples above and the myriad of other campaign images and messages 
shared by some in the sustainable fashion movement. For example, Fashion Revolution has 
shared confronting images of garment workers who died in the Rana Plaza collapse (see 
Appendix 1 for this and other examples). The messages are demoralising and alienating because 
they keep a distance between the campaign focus and the consumer in two ways: first, by 
focusing the campaigns on the “other,” whether nature or a distant garment worker, and second,  
by adopting a judgmental tone when addressing the consumer. This is compounded by the fact 
that the consumer is frequently not offered a way out of the demoralising situations they find 
themselves in beyond the occasional suggestion to stop shopping or to seek sustainable brands. 
When the need or want arises to buy clothing, the guilt may follow the consumer all the way to 
the shops, but does not appear to have the power to stop them from buying – after all, what can 
one person change in the face of global, systemic problems? 
Wait, I’m confused  
Alongside moralising tones, the onslaught of information shared in campaigns is 
overwhelming. Market research has identified that consumers are increasingly confused by 
environmental claims made by companies, distrustful of corporations and weary of greenwashing 
(Mobium, 2015). Many of the statistics used in anti-consumerism campaigns do not include 
references for their data, which adds to the confusion and potential distrust of information. A 
prime example comes from the sustainable fashion documentary The True Cost (A. Morgan, 
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2015). A statistic used in the film has been picked up and used throughout the sustainable 
fashion community: fashion is the second-most polluting industry in the world, behind oil. I 
myself am guilty of spouting this statistic in presentations and lectures, drawn to its shock-value. 
However, the source that is often quoted – a report by the Danish Fashion Institute in 
conjunction with Deloitte – has denied the statistic is theirs (Wicker, 2017), and no other data 
can be found to support this claim.16 Without reliable sources, it is also unclear what “most 
polluting” means. Is it only greenhouse gas emissions (which seems unlikely given the available 
data), or does it include toxic wastewater runoff? What about chemicals used in cotton 
cultivation? Or excess landfill contributions? And are we certain that those impacts are not being 
accounted for in other industries? “Pollution” is an ambiguous term here, and to make such a 
bold statement sounds powerful at first, convoluted upon reflection, and dishonest when no 
reference can be found. It is precisely because of statistics like “fashion is the second-most 
polluting industry, behind oil” that consumers are increasingly distrustful of sustainability claims, 
yet the trend continues to promote unsupported statistics and claims in the hope of educating 
the masses on issues of fashion and sustainability. Furthermore, since increased information does 
not always lead to increased environmental action, the effectiveness of this campaign strategy is 
severely limited regardless the accuracy of these statistics. 
Consumers are confused about what to do with this new information on fashion and 
sustainability being shared by activist and media groups. Just as they become immobilised with 
too much moralising jargon, they can become immobilised by the high volume of new data. 
Drawing briefly on my own experience as a sustainable fashion advocate, one of the first 
questions I get asked after speaking at an event is, “Where can I buy clothes, then?” The audience 
participants are paying attention, and I can often see the shock on their faces (and hear the 
occasional gasp) as I present the statistics, but ultimately I have not provided the information 
																																																													
16 I contacted both organizations myself in search of the data and received no response. 
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they need – what to do now that they know this information. Other common questions are about 
which fabrics are “better” to buy than others, or what countries have “better” labour standards. 
Even when delivered without a moralising tone, messages provided to consumers without a clear 
next step risk being ignored. How does a consumer make her way through the maze of available 
information, not to mention the vast amount of information that is not made available? How can 
we expect him to do better when the information is overwhelming and unclear? Why do we 
place so much pressure on the consumer when so many brands either cannot trace the origins of 
their clothing, or will not share supply chain information out of competition concerns or due to 
known ethical dilemmas? The complexity only becomes more layered when considering the lack 
of sustainable fashion options, or at least the lack of accessible sustainable fashion labels, and 
what Mirjam Southwell has described as cognitive dissonance between conflicting values of 
society and self (2015, p. 107) – when our environmental and/or social justice values conflict 
with attaining a particular style or standard of dress. 
A final point of confusion pertains to the suggested audience of the anti-consumerism 
campaigns: women. As highlighted earlier, women are responsible for the bulk of household 
consumption decisions and they are the perceived target of anti-consumerism campaigns (not to 
mention the target of most sustainable fashion labels and the majority of social commentary 
regarding sustainable fashion (see Southwell, 2015)). Women are also the gender most engaged in 
political consumerism. Both historically and in contemporary society, the marketplace is a 
significant site for women’s political participation (Micheletti, 2003, 2004; Nava, 1991). Through 
buying of preferred goods and boycotting of companies that don’t align with their values, 
women are empowered as citizens through political consumerism. The limitations of political 
consumerism will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter Two, but for now I simply want to 
highlight the potential confusion (and irony) of continually telling women how to (or how not 
to) shop. Could it be that another cause of anti-consumerism’s apparent ineffectiveness is that 
women feel they are already engaged in political consumerism? Or that their efforts to date have 
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not made a difference? Or even that the messages are not for them because they are already 
participating in political consumption and “doing their part”? Whether or not the authors of 
anti-consumerism campaigns are aware of women’s engagement with political consumerism is 
unclear, and confusion regarding what consumers are expected to do with the information 
remains. The confusion is strengthened because of the dual role for women in political 
consumerism – they have historically been blamed for overconsumption and now they are also 
the focus for solving the problem of overconsumption and sustainable fashion. The end result is 
a campaign audience that must navigate whether they are the sinner or the saviour in the 
scenarios being presented. 
Responsibilisation of the consumer-citizen 
A common critique of anti-consumerism is that it places too much of the responsibility to 
change on the consumer-citizen. Timothy Luke (1999) builds upon the work of Michel Foucault 
to describe the process as “green governmentality,” symptomatic of an individualistic society 
where people are presented with both the blame and the responsibility to solve the world’s 
environmental issues. An important aspect of this critique is the prevalence of the “conduct of 
conduct” – keeping track of our eco-footprints, researching everything we purchase, and tracing 
the origins of our clothes before we make a purchase. 
Humphery further highlights a contradiction inherent in much of the polemical commentary 
addressing consumption and the imagined citizens being addressed. He argues that “the western 
individual is envisaged as both a mindless purveyor of consumerism and, at the very same time, 
as a potential agent of individual, social and cultural change” (2010, pp. 95-96). In addition, 
Southwell has identified the particular feminisation of this responsibility pertaining to fashion 
(2015). Even while engaged in an alienating ethics of address, there remains the assumption (and 
hope!) that if the consumer changes her buying behaviour, she will create the positive changes 
needed to solve fashion’s sustainability dilemmas. However, there are marked limits to how 
56 
	
much change individual behaviour can make, even if multiplied over many individuals making 
the same change. For example, individuals can focus too heavily on micropolitics and lose sight 
of the macropolitical situation (Humphery, 2010), there is a prevalence of people to fall back into 
unsustainable habits (Carrigan & Attalla, 2001; Devinney et al., 2010), and the multiple  
aforementioned reasons for the attitude-behaviour gap also indicate limitations to personal 
behaviour change.  
In addition to suggestions that campaigns shift away from negative and moralising messages, 
Hawkins’ and McRobbie’s arguments for revised approaches to sustainability include greater 
recognition of the complexity of our lives and of consumption itself.  Elizabeth Shove furthers 
this line of thinking, which is demonstrated through her emphasis on social practices. She 
challenges the “Attitude-Behaviour-Choice” (ABC) model of environmental behaviour change 
favoured by the British government, which Shove suggests turns citizens into consumers whom 
governments/institutions encourage “to make pro-environmental decisions for themselves” 
(2010a, p. 1280).  Shove builds upon multiple theories of social change that do not rely on ABC 
approaches but are instead co-evolutionary and take the approach that: 
Consumer behaviour is located within rather than outside this system [it makes  
no sense to] attribute behavioural change to a cast of externalized factors: instead the 
model is one in which institutions, infrastructures and daily life interact  
(2010a, p. 1278).  
Shove is critical of the focus on individual action (like shopping less), suggesting greater 
emphasis on the practice itself, including the recognition that social practices are not performed 
in isolation. For example, criticising shopping in anti-consumerism campaigns places specific 
onus to change on consumers without obviously recognising the role of retailers, brands, the 
fashion system, or even contemporary consumer culture as a whole, which all impact upon the 
practice of fashion consumption. 
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Kate Fletcher also supports a broader approach to sustainability when she argues for trans-
disciplinary “systems thinking” in her discussion of the “use” phase of fashion and laundering: 
…these themes go far beyond the traditional remit of fashion and textile design – 
venturing into the territory of whitegoods manufacturers as well as home economists, 
ethnographers and sociologists [because] the success of the whole entails joint 
responsibility for all players (weaver, finishers, retailers, detergent manufacturers, 
consumers, etc.) (2014, p. 92).  
She argues that sustainable fashion changes cannot be solely the responsibility of fashion 
designers nor can they solely be the responsibility of consumers. At each stage of fashion 
consumption there are multiple influences and actors that can impact on the sustainability of a 
garment, the way it is used, and how many garments any given person purchases. Not mentioned 
specifically by Fletcher, but playing comparably significant roles in the overall fashion system, are 
the impacts of fashion media, celebrity culture, and peer influence on fashion consumption 
practices (Crane, 2012; Davis, 1992; English, 2007; Solomon & Rabolt, 2009).  Without 
undermining the potential impact individual consumer action can have on any given social 
movement, anti-consumerism campaigns are at risk of dramatically oversimplifying consumption 
practices. 
Part of the broader system that Shove addresses is the capitalist economic system that drives 
consumer culture. Environmental policy experts Michael Shellenberger and Ted Nordhaus 
address the power of the economic system and argue for environmentalism to be “re-born” and 
to recognise that any changes must occur within our existing capitalist endless growth economic 
structure, including the challenges this structure poses (2004). The authors argue that 
environmentalists have created policy only for the environment – the way it was effectively 
created in the 1970s when limits were placed on air and water pollution – and have not taken 
into account the impact on industry or the economy, nor the resistance these institutions can 
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place against the environmental movement through the likes of the well-funded climate denial 
movement. John Dryzek, Richard Norgaard and David Schlosberg also recognise that limit-
based language has thus far been divisive and ineffective: 
However justifiable it may be in ecological terms, dominant actors in political and 
economic systems do not like such talk of boundaries [which are a] threat to the political 
and economic status quo (2013, p. 116).  
There exists a tension between limits to growth and neoliberal values that dictate many 
consumer societies – the pursuit of human progress, entrepreneurialism, autonomy and the 
ability for individuals to create the lives they wish through consumption and lifestyle choices 
(Rose & Miller, 1992); creating boundaries around economic growth is contradictory to many of 
these values. Shellenberger and Nordhaus go so far as to refer to this as a culture war: 
Environmentalists are in a culture war whether we like it or not. It’s a war over our core 
values as Americans and over our vision for the future, and it won’t be won by appealing 
to the rational consideration of our collective self-interest (2004, p. 7). 
The conflict between negative or limit-based environmental campaigns and the power of 
economic markets is one of the largest challenges the sustainability movement faces. The 
connection between culture, economics and sustainability places shopping in the centre of the 
environmentalist debate – hence the deluge of anti-consumerism messages – even if the overall 
environmental impact of changing our individual shopping habits is an unconvincing climate 
change mitigation strategy. Notwithstanding that changes in fashion consumer behaviour can be 
beneficial in the long run, particularly pertaining to fast fashion, or that improvements can be 
made to fashion consumption processes, anti-consumerism messages appear misguided. In order 
to move beyond these anti-consumerism shortcomings it is essential that campaigners engage 
more closely with the practice of fashion shopping and with consumers lives to better 
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understand the practice itself, rather than simply writing off the entire practice as wasteful, selfish 
and unsustainable. 
 
FASHION, AESTHETICS AND EVERYDAY LIFE 
Absent from many of the moralising environmental campaigns is an acknowledgement that 
shopping and fashion play a significant role in everyday life, and recognition of the importance 
of aesthetics to these practices. Jonathan Gershuny notes that shopping is the daily activity where 
people in rich nations spend the most time after work and sleep (2003). This figure represents all 
shopping, not just fashion, but in her research on shopping Jenny Shaw highlights a significant 
aspect of the practice that certainly pertains to fashion: 
In addition to shopping being the mundane reality of buying the things we need to live 
and, more importantly, do not, and cannot, make for ourselves, shopping makes our lives 
more meaningful because it is both more and less than buying (2010, p. 2, my emphasis). 
In his somewhat patronising and dismissive chapter title, “Yes, there is life after shopping,” 
environmentalist Paul Gilding (2011) appears to ignore “the mundane reality” of buying goods, 
making assumptions that most shopping is frivolous when in fact it is often for essentials 
including food. Once again the perceived feminisation of consumption is present – including the 
tendency for many scholars to not take the practice of shopping seriously – a point that was 
particularly felt at Gilding’s Sydney book launch hosted by campaign organisation 1 Million 
Women. Gilding chuckled in a condescending, if jovial, tone throughout his speech, addressing 
an overwhelmingly female audience and instructing them to, “Just stop shopping! I promise 
you’ll all be okay,” as if all women present were shopping addicts with no thoughts beyond, 
“Buy, buy, buy!” In addition, anti-consumerism messages such as Gilding’s suggest that “needs” 
are straightforward, and consumption of any goods outside of those needed for mere survival  
is expendable.  
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Shaw articulates the meaning-making potential of shopping, and I suggest that it is precisely 
in these moments of “more and less-ness” that fashion needs to be interrogated for new 
sustainable possibilities. Rather than focusing solely on negative environmental or social aspects 
of consumption – greenhouse gas emissions, overflowing landfills, sweatshops, and the guilt you 
should feel for buying more clothing – it may be more useful to consider Hawkins’ approach and 
seek opportunities to engage with the intricacies of shopping, to uncover what aspects of the 
practice are mundane, or bring joy, or tension, or the opportunity to engage with sustainability 
issues. For, in the words of Shaw:  
There is much to criticize about the economic system, capitalism, of which most 
shopping is a part, but to scapegoat shopping, make it the patsy of that system, is not 
enlightening (2010, p. 16). 
I further suggest that there is potential to accept the shortcomings of capitalism and 
consumption, particularly the environmental and social injustices that are committed in its name, 
whilst also acknowledging the positive attributes of shopping. Instead of making shopping the 
scapegoat of overconsumption, there remain important lessons to be learned from how and why 
people consume the things that they do. 
The motivations behind people’s fashion consumption are many and varied, and often quite 
ordinary. First, people need to wear clothing for reasons of modesty and protection against the 
elements. Second, clothing wears out and must be replaced over time, and children constantly 
outgrow clothing. Finally, as fashion scholar Joanne Entwistle articulates, “Different situations 
impose different ways of dressing, sometimes by imposing ‘rules’ or codes of dress or sometimes 
simply through conventions that most people adhere to most of the time” (2000a, p. 49). Dress 
requirements typically differ between the workplace or the weekend or a special occasion. 
However, even amongst these so-called ordinary reasons for buying clothing, the complexity of 
the practice of fashion consumption comes to light. Determining what is modest depends on 
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one’s culture, and the elements of any given geographic zone vary, and can change throughout 
the year, determining how many articles of clothing are needed. Also, how do we determine 
when clothing is worn out? Is it when the colour has faded, when the stitching has failed, or 
when holes have been worn through the fabric? Cultural standards as well as the site of wearing 
the clothing may contribute to these determinations – a faded tee shirt is probably okay for a 
weekend barbecue while a faded blouse for the office ought to be replaced. Workplace cultures, 
the standards of dress in one’s city and community, and the lifestyle of each consumer all play a 
determining role in her/his consumption practice. 
Desire is a driving factor for fashion consumption and is connected to a number of 
motivations, with identity being a primary motivator. Fashion is a tool to communicate elements 
of one’s identity, including lifestyle and social identity (Carter, 2003; Crane, 2012; Davis, 1992). 
In the abovementioned study by Joy et al. that found environmentally-minded individuals still 
enjoy fast fashion, the theme that arose time and again by participants was the importance of 
style:  “when participants were asked if they would buy eco-fashion, the quick response was only 
if the clothes were stylish” (2012, p. 285). Similarly, in Niinimaki’s research with eco-clothing 
consumers, 70 per cent of respondents agreed with the statement, “Eco-clothing should be the 
same in appearance and aesthetics as other clothes” (2010, p. 159). Style and aesthetics can be a 
source of pleasure for people who identify as fashion lovers, yet even those who do not claim to 
love fashion can still feel a sense of comfort by dressing in a way that expresses their identity. As 
will be detailed in Chapters Two and Three, the new sustainable fashion movement and many 
emerging sustainable fashion labels do place aesthetics as a top priority in their designs, but 
public opinion (and that of the powerful fashion institutions, as will be discussed in Chapter 
Four) still largely assumes sustainable fashion is unfashionable, as well as more expensive and 
hard to find (Cervelon & Carey, 2011; Jagel, Keeling, Reppel, & Gruber, 2012; Joergens, 2006). 
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Given the importance of style to consumers, anti-consumerism campaigns and the 
burgeoning sustainable fashion industry must acknowledge the significant role of aesthetics if 
they wish to have their message heard.  As everyday life theorist Ben Highmore suggests, 
“aesthetics insists on examining the way in which experiences are registered and represented. So 
aesthetics is concerned with experience and the form such experience takes when it is 
communicated” (2002, p. 19). Beyond simply a visual appeal (though that is part of aesthetics in 
practice), aesthetics positions the world as both mental and sensual, which challenges the 
emphasis on rationalism that is inferred through many limit-based sustainability campaigns or 
those that appeal to the rational side of consumers by providing statistics and information about 
the sustainability of their garments. Examining aesthetics as part of sustainability may provide 
the opportunity to overcome what Val Plumwood identifies as a “crisis of reason” when she 
argues that economic rationalism maintains the dominant narrative of human reason having 
mastery over nature (2002). Fashion then becomes an ideal site to examine the boundaries 
between aesthetics, experiences and rationalism because the decisions to create, purchase and 
wear fashion are laden with experiences of the senses and not merely rational choices, and 
fashion encompasses decidedly more sensual experiences than other environmental behaviours 
such as choosing renewable energy or changing light globes.  
Purchasing shoes, for instance, can provide various experiences along a rational-sensual 
spectrum. A decision to buy shoes for a child’s school uniform would tend towards rationality. 
Though there may be emotions connected to one’s child growing up and going to school, there 
are many rational factors to this purchase – the school has outlined what shoes are acceptable, 
there is a designated style and colour, and price is likely to be a significant determining factor. 
Shoes for a night at the Opera House, on the other hand, are likely to rest somewhere else on the 
spectrum. While price will play a role for nearly all shoe purchases, the aesthetic value of this 
shoe is likely to play a larger role than in the purchase of a child’s school uniform shoe. 
Considerations on how the shoes look, how they feel, if they match the dress to be worn, and if 
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they match the consumer’s vision of how she wants to present herself at an event, will likely play 
a substantial role in deciding on a shoe once a price limit has been set. In either scenario there 
are additional experiences to be considered as well, such as travelling to the shop, the number of 
shops visited, the people the consumer engages with, and the space and lighting of the shop, to 
name but a few. Interrogating consumption decisions at a closer level highlights the complexity 
of consumption decisions and allows for the potential of choices to be determined by something 
other than rational choice. I do not mean to suggest that aesthetics trumps rationality, but that 
everyday life choices are neither one nor the other, but a combination of both. As Jenny Shaw 
argues, “shopping is not all the same, or always the same” (2010, p. 7), and critiques that come in 
the form of “Just stop shopping” overlook the multiple experiences of individuals making 
consumption choices beyond a rational understanding that buying more goods is “bad” for  
the environment. 
While aesthetics play a role in fashion consumption, fashion in turn has influenced multiple 
aspects of our lives through the “aestheticisation of everyday life” (Featherstone, 1991; 
Highmore, 2004; Simmel, 1968).  This can be seen as the blurring of the lines between art and 
everyday objects, living one’s life as a work of art (as is the flaneur’s aim), or the “rapid flow of 
signs and images which saturate the fabric of everyday life in contemporary society” 
(Featherstone, 1991, p. 66). As Highmore suggests: 
The aestheticization of daily life in terms of fashion, design, food, music, etc. must be 
seen as at the heart of the modern everyday. As soon as we make choices about clothes 
or the colour of a room, we are part of an aestheticization of daily life (2004, p. 314).  
Highmore’s contention is that we cannot escape the aestheticisation of everyday life, but he 
further suggests that is not such a bad thing. If aesthetics can bring creative and meaningful 
elements into our otherwise ordinary and mundane lives, why escape? Understanding fashion 
can help us recognise the way various aesthetic stylings appeal to individuals – and how they may 
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change over time – which is why it is essential to consider fashion and sustainability even if there 
is some debate surrounding the extent of fashion’s sustainability impacts.  
Fashion’s influence on other aspects of everyday consumption moves beyond the 
consideration of style and aesthetics to also include the fashion process, which may influence 
trends beyond apparel. Fred Davis describes this process:  
What was ‘in’ is now ‘out’; what was attractive yesterday is dowdy today . . . And despite 
our gnawing awareness at another level of the ephemerality, capriciousness, and duplicity 
of fashion’s blandishments, we more often than not, even as we resist them, succumb to 
them (1992, p. 103).  
The fashion process is found in multiple industries, and even in the way ideas in contemporary 
society evolve and change. Apple provides a clear example, with its rapid product development 
cycle constantly delivering new models of iPhones, iPads, iPods and MacBooks, in addition to 
new technology releases like the Apple Watch. These releases pose their own unique 
sustainability concerns (Maxwell & Miller, 2012), and further influence competing mobile and 
technology companies to also continuously evolve, with resulting pressures placed on consumers 
to own the newest, coolest devices. It is not only the fashion industry that generates desire for 
the new.  
Considering how the aestheticisation of everyday life and the fashion process impact other 
industries and sectors, we can begin to see how understanding fashion may ultimately provide 
insights towards other unsustainable practices. Multiple aspects of everyday life are complex and 
laden with meaning and value beyond rational explanations that drive much environmentalism, 
and multiple aspects of everyday life are influenced by society – just like fashion choices. The 
challenge now is to effectively incorporate aesthetics and the meaning of practices into an 
environmentalism that does not just judge people but demonstrates an understanding of their 
everyday lives and choices. A number of questions remain, and provide provocation throughout 
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this thesis. Is it possible to embed ethical values into aesthetics through an understanding of the 
rational-sensual spectrum of an aesthetic practice such as fashion consumption? Will it be 
enough to create visually appealing sustainable fashion, or will other barriers take over? How can 
sustainable fashion compete with the generation of desire for the new that the mainstream 
industry thrives upon and has accelerated with the fast fashion model? What aspects of everyday 
fashion consumption lend themselves to sustainability most easily? Can a practice that is so 
centred on the self – identity, ego, aesthetics (or the financial bottom line in the case for fashion 
companies) – ever effectively incorporate self-less values pertaining to the environment and 
distant garment workers?  
 
CONCLUSION 
The popularity of the fast fashion business model has amplified all sustainability concerns 
within the fashion sector. More clothing produced equates to more natural resources being used 
to create fabrics and more pollution entering waterways. Faster turnaround times for new styles 
lead to increased disposal of garments. Shorter production times and quicker responses to 
market trends lead to unexpected overtime for garment workers, pressures that are felt hardest in 
countries with limited working condition regulations. Due to the nature of fashion production, 
which features deep supply chains and increasingly globalised material flows, there are 
opportunities for sustainable improvements, or exploitation, at each step.  
However, there are limitations to the vilification of fast fashion, particularly as anti-
consumerism bleeds into moral judgements on all fashion consumption. Guilt and negativity 
turn people away from messages and are in opposition to the typical drivers of fashion 
consumption. In addition, anti-consumerism tactics often oversimplify the complexities of 
fashion and sustainability, and of fashion in everyday life. The remainder of this thesis is 
dedicated to unpicking the threads of some of these complexities. Tensions between aesthetics 
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and ethics, industry and consumers, and environment versus labour rights come to light in 
Chapter Two through an examination of the Australian sustainable fashion movement. Chapter 
Three turns to Australian sustainable fashion entrepreneurs who are creating new modes of 
production. I discuss considerations of their motivations, the ethical labour they experience, and 
the limitations of small producers to change a global industry. The mainstream industry is 
starting to respond to calls for sustainable change, and Chapter Four examines the trade-offs 
between sustainability initiatives and the prioritisation of financial growth in the  
sector. Finally, Chapter Five maps the consumer experience of fashion, including opportunities 
for sustainable elements to be introduced to the practice of everyday fashion consumption.  
Renowned New York street style photographer Bill Cunningham once said: 
The wider world perceives fashion as frivolity that should be done away with. The point 
is that fashion is the armour to survive the reality of everyday life. I don’t think you can 
do away with it. It would be like doing away with civilization (Gallagher, 2016). 
A challenge of this thesis is to overcome the perception of the frivolity of fashion as it relates to 
issues of sustainability, especially in light of the rampant rise of fast fashion. As suggested by 
Cunningham, fashion is not something we can do away with, even if its production and 
consumption practices are dangerous, polluting and exploitative. Each day people don their 
armour of fashion – sometimes a joyful experience of creativity and self-expression, other times 
filled with antipathy or anxieties, and often laced with rational and ordinary concerns of cost and 
appropriateness – and there are lessons to be learned from the act of dressing and the systems 
and institutions behind it. Beyond the consumer experience of fashion, there are lessons to be 
learned about who made our clothes, how the fashion system spreads ideas, and what pressures 
designers and makers face throughout the process, including the increased pressure to consider 
environmental and labour issues throughout the supply chain. Rather than turning my back on 
fashion because of its problematic reputation, I am instead forging a path of deeper engagement 
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with its practices – and practitioners – in order to shine light on more realistic approaches to 
sustainability that encompass understandings of the everyday realities of fashion as a consumer 
practice and as a globalised industry. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
Weaving together a sustainable fashion movement:  
Generating awareness, generating desire 
 
 
Clothes aren’t going to change the world. The women who wear them will. – Anne Klein 
INTRODUCTION 
Since at least 6000 B.C. textiles have been created by weaving together two distinct sets of 
yarn or threads known as the warp and the weft (Barber, 1994). The weft threads are interlaced 
around and through the warp threads, which are held in tension by weights or a loom and are 
often stronger than the weft (see Figures 2.1, 2.2). The resulting textile can display a multitude of 
patterns and designs depending on the colours and techniques used.  
 
    Figure 2.1: Graphic depiction of weaving thread structure. Image author’s 
 
Figure 2.2: Weaver in Lucknow, India, creating Ikat fabric. Image c/o Carlie Ballard 
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The tension between the weft and the warp gives us the abundant variety of fabrics that clothe 
us today. The emerging sustainable fashion movement can be considered to act in a similar 
manner, and numerous activities are now being woven together to form the Australian 
movement, creating a rich tapestry from the work of designers, writers, teachers and activists. 
Though still a work-in-progress (still on the loom, so to speak), the Australian sustainable 
fashion movement is emerging as a micro-political movement with an emphasis on consumer 
choice as a political act to address fashion’s sustainability issues. Amongst these activities a few 
tensions arise between environmental and labour goals, consumer and industry targets, and – 
most prominent – raising awareness and promoting aesthetics. Rather than thinking of these 
tensions as dividing the movement, it is productive to consider their role as similar to the tension 
of the warp threads around which movement activities bend and weave as activists negotiate  
the tensions and seek the most productive ways to progress sustainable fashion practices  
in Australia.  
Still in its infancy when I became active in the cause in 2012, the movement has experienced 
significant growth – particularly since the 2013 Rana Plaza disaster, which is commonly 
referenced as a turning point by those in the movement. During the period of this study there 
has been continuous growth in the number of sustainable fashion labels, bloggers, advocacy 
groups, retailers, media mentions and educational events in Australia. Not simply fashion 
campaigns from environmental or human rights organisations, though that activity has also 
increased, these are new organisations that place fashion at the core of their activities. Rather 
than criticising fashion consumption or the industry, the contemporary movement celebrates 
fashion, style and aesthetics in sustainable ways. 
In this chapter I examine the people and activities behind Australia’s sustainable fashion 
movement, which consists of a highly motivated and networked group of individuals and 
organisations. I argue that the movement is characterised by conscious consumption tactics and 
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shaped most significantly by the tension between raising consumer awareness and prioritising 
fashionable aesthetics. I examine the potential and limits of this consumption-focused 
movement and consider the ways the movement operates as an expression of lifestyle politics. I 
suggest that the emphasis placed on consumer responsibility limits the potential of the 
movement by ignoring the complexity and interconnectivity of fashion practices, and provide a 
rationale for a social practice approach to fashion and sustainability to help shift the movement 
beyond consumption based solutions.  
 
THE AUSTRALIAN SUSTAINABLE FASHION MOVEMENT 
The importance of aesthetics is immediately apparent upon meeting members of the 
sustainable fashion movement, an overwhelmingly white, female, middle class group of 
sustainable fashion entrepreneurs, journalists, bloggers and activists. During interviews most 
participants1 were adorned in well-designed, yet simple, clothing and sported nearly make-up free 
faces framed by perfectly shaped brows, lightly lined eyes and berry stained lips. They tended to 
speak in a casual and somewhat bored tone when describing fashion, often paired with cool or 
disinterested mannerisms. I would commonly encounter this same fashion posturing at events as 
members demonstrated their fashion nous. As interviews progressed or I spent time talking with 
people at events the majority of participants slowly lowered their armour; their eyes would light 
up and energies lift when they explained what they loved about fashion (sustainable or 
otherwise). Though the occasional member admitted to not caring that much about fashion, the 
majority of participants proclaimed, “I’ve always loved fashion,” when discussing their 
motivations for involvement in this movement.  
Fashion plays an identity-forming role for the participants and so, too, do sustainability 
values. This is a movement that lives and breathes fashion; the members just also happen to have 
																																																													
1 See Appendix 2 for participant interview and sustainable fashion event details. 
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sustainability values they are trying to align with their fashion career or interests. Despite the 
varying targets and activities of each movement actor, participants expressed similar motivations 
and goals for the Australian sustainable fashion movement. Most notably, the majority of 
participants were motivated by long-held environmental and/or social justice values. While other 
motivations were discussed – including being confronted by poverty while travelling abroad, the 
desire to bring together the dual passions of fashion and the environment (or social justice), and 
the desire to change fashion from the inside – the primary motivation for involvement stems 
from long-held personal values. These values have frequently been part of the individual’s value 
set since they were a child, like designer Julie Belic who remembered with a smile and a chuckle, 
“From a young age I was into the environment – I remember saying to a teacher I wanted to 
work for Greenpeace when I was a kid.” Most participants stated either the environment or social 
justice as the personal value that drives their work, and only a few mentioned both as motivating 
values. As will be discussed later in this chapter, the emphasis placed on either environmental or 
social justice issues is mimicked in the movement’s activities with some campaigns or labels 
placing greater emphasis on environmental issues and others on garment labour issues. These 
variations in focus do not separate the movement into groups, but instead add to the variety of 
actors and tactics that create the Australian sustainable fashion movement. 
The history of a networked movement 
The Australian sustainable fashion movement is relatively young and began around 2008 
with the launch of Peppermint Magazine and a handful of local sustainable fashion labels including 
Sosume, Pure Pod and Bassike. Australia trailed the UK-based leaders of the global movement, 
which began around the turn of the 21st Century.2 The founders of these early Australian 
																																																													
2 Much of the progress in sustainable fashion has originated in the UK. The launch of the UK-based label 
People Tree in 1997 is often referred to as a starting point of the contemporary sustainable fashion 
movement. The Ethical Fashion Forum was founded in 2004 in London and remains the global leader in 
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sustainable fashion companies found themselves acting as the country’s first sustainable fashion 
advocates, regularly speaking at events and schools, and fielding media interviews on top of 
managing their start-up businesses. Kelli Donovan, founder of the label Pure Pod, alludes to the 
activist work involved in launching a sustainable fashion brand when she explains, “I’m definitely 
a political pioneer in ethical fashion.” Donovan and the other pioneers of the Australian 
movement were largely self-taught on issues of sustainability because, until recently, Australian 
fashion schools did not teach it in the curriculum. Kelly Elkin of ALAS the Label and Julie Belic 
from Surrender Apparel both explained that they chose to complete assignments on sustainable 
fashion in their fashion design courses because there were no formal sustainable fashion subjects 
taught at the time of their studies. Donovan, who has been in business longer than Elkin and 
Belic, was self-taught years after leaving design school because it was while she was working in 
the mainstream fashion industry that she felt the need to change her approach. A number of 
fashion schools now include sustainability as part of their curriculum3 and some of the 
movement’s local founders are responsible for this change. For example, designer Steven Wright 
spearheaded sustainable fashion at the Canberra Institute of Technology’s fashion program when 
he was a final year student and eventually became a lecturer in the program, and Fabia Pryor was 
instrumental in the development of RMIT’s sustainable fashion curriculum and also teaches at 
the Kangan Institute in Melbourne. 
The Australian movement has gained traction in recent years as shown by the increase in 
Australian-owned sustainable fashion labels, retail spaces and publications. Today the movement 
consists of a diverse group of individuals and organisations that include labour and 
environmental NGOs, bloggers, community groups, retailers, and rating and certifying bodies in 
																																																																																																																																																																																													
unifying and educating movement members. See Black (2012) for more UK and European examples of 
sustainable fashion innovators. The US increased its activities around the same time as Australia.  
3 At the time of writing, RMIT (Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology), UTS (University of 
Technology Sydney), QUT (Queensland University of Technology), UNSW (University of NSW) and 
CIT (Canberra Institute of Technology) have begun to include sustainability in their fashion curriculum. 
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addition to designers. There is no clear leader of the movement, and nearly all participants 
identify as being part of the movement, commonly saying “we” or “us” to refer to the 
sustainable fashion community of which they (and I as an activist-researcher) are a part. In 
addition, the movement is very well connected and the key actors all know one another or have 
the ability to be easily introduced to one another.  
Social media is a preferred tool for promoting sustainable fashion and connecting with fellow 
movement members in Australia and abroad. My own involvement with Clean Cut was initiated 
because Carlie Ballard and I followed each other on Twitter and then met by chance “in real life” 
at a fair trade festival. The Sustainable Fashion Australia Facebook group is used by members to 
make introductions, promote new businesses, ask advice and start collaborations, and Instagram 
has quickly become the social media tool of choice for most members, reflecting the mainstream 
fashion industry’s embrace of Instagram as a cost-effective marketing tool (Bergstrom & 
Backman, 2013; Hu, Manikonda, & Kambhampati, 2014; Kim & Ko, 2010). In addition to 
sustainable fashion brands promoting their goods on Instagram, the social media app is used to 
make connections for business purposes and to grow one’s sustainable fashion network. The 
retail store A Good Space in Melbourne uses Instagram to discover new suppliers for the shop, 
the editor of Intent Journal actively searches Instagram to find aesthetically-driven sustainable 
fashion labels to feature in the online magazine, and other activists form bonds through liking 
and commenting on each other’s feeds. Frequently these relationships move offline. For 
instance, in 2015 Queensland-based EcoWarrior Princess blogger Jen Nini organised a dinner in 
Sydney with movement members she only knew online – a combinations of designers, writers 
and activists. The use of online social media helps extend the sustainable fashion network by 
aiding introductions amongst members as well as forging business relationships. This reliance on 
social media appears to be born out of the relatively young age of movement members, the 
media-savvy nature of the group, and (typically) low financial support for traditional marketing 
and networking activities, not to mention that the movement is still small and a central 
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organising body in Australia does not exist that may otherwise aid these connections. The 
movement appears determined to use all tools available to connect, grow and meet its goals.4 
Most members agree there has been an upswing in awareness and activity surrounding 
sustainable fashion since 2013, which they attribute to the Rana Plaza disaster. Out of that event, 
the global campaign organisation Fashion Revolution was formed and has mobilised two 
Fashion Revolution Days and two Fashion Revolution Weeks in Australia, featuring a range of 
educational events and social media campaigns. New rating systems, including the Good On You 
app and Baptist World Aid’s Ethical Fashion Report have been launched and widely distributed. 
Major Australian retailer, David Jones, announced a transition to 100 per cent ethical sourcing 
(Han, 2015a), and prominent Australian designer Kit Willow launched a high-end sustainable 
fashion label, KITX. Fashion journalist Clare Press released her book, Wardrobe Crisis (2016), and 
launched a podcast series in 2017 that further addresses ideas of fashion, ethics and 
sustainability. Community groups and city councils are also hosting sustainable fashion education 
events at an increasing rate, as evidenced by the City of Sydney’s Green Villages Conscious 
Consumption events, and Manly and Willoughby Councils’ Sustainable Fashion Workshops 
featuring information sessions paired with op shop tours and clothes swaps.5 No longer relegated 
to niche publications, sustainable fashion has also entered mainstream media and stories can be 
found in outlets ranging from Vogue (Yotka, 2015) to  Bloomberg Business (Berfield, 2015) to 
Sydney’s Child (K. Miles, 2015). 
Trends and tensions 
There are a number of distinguishing characteristics of the sustainable fashion movement. 
First, as suggested by the earlier description of movement members, there is an emphasis placed 
																																																													
4 There are a handful of key members competitive with one another and vie for the spotlight. This is not 
the overall trend but it would be remiss of me to ignore the personal tensions amongst some members 
and to acknowledge the occasional distrust expressed if they felt I was too friendly with the competition. 
5 I participated as a speaker/facilitator at each of these events. 
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on aesthetics and design. Whether via the personal appearance of members, the clothing designs, 
or the campaigns created, aesthetics – particularly visual and design aesthetics – are a key feature 
of the movement. Second, the most common goal amongst participants is to raise awareness of 
fashion’s sustainability issues, and more specifically, to raise consumer awareness. There were other 
goals discussed in interviews, such as changing industry practices or slowing down the fashion 
cycle, but raising consumer awareness was most frequently cited as a primary goal of their work. 
A tension exists between these two trends, however, particularly concerning the role of 
generating desire for sustainable fashion through a focus on high aesthetic values and how this 
may contradict with discussing negative sustainability issues including overconsumption; this 
tension is quite influential in shaping the movement. 
In addition to the aesthetic focus there are other concerns driving the movement and its 
activities tend to vary along two axes – whether consumers or the industry are the primary target 
of activism,6 and whether environment or labour issues are the primary concern of the activist or 
organisation. Based on the experiences of my participants, there exists a nearly even split 
between actors with a focus on labour issues and those focused on environmental issues.7 Few 
groups actively engage with both environment and labour issues simultaneously; however this 
started to change during the course of the research with the arrival of the Good On You fashion 
app that rates brands on areas of environment, labour and animal welfare (an issue that did not 
arise with my other participants). For example, Fashion Revolution increasingly uses 
environmental statistics alongside labour statistics in its online campaigns, and Baptist World Aid 
(BWA) announced that their 2018 Ethical Fashion Report will include environmental ratings in 
																																																													
6 As yet there has been no government or regulatory action proposed by movement to change Australian 
policies pertaining to fashion practices. There has been a slight engagement in mid-2017 when the 
Australian federal government asked for submissions to gauge support of an inquiry into modern slavery, 
and some fashion labels and advocacy groups made submissions. However, this action was not led by the 
movement and reaches beyond fashion to include any goods to be sold in Australia. 
7 See Appendix 2 for focus areas of each participant. 
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addition to its usual labour ratings. On the whole, the majority of participants interviewed 
privileged one issue over the other while also acknowledging the need to incorporate aspects of 
the other issue in the future. Frequently this desire was discussed in terms of limited time and/or 
resources given the learning curve involved in creating sustainable fashion, particularly for the 
designers. As designer and advocate Carlie Ballard explained: 
Sometimes you have to make sacrifices to get a product to market, rightly or 
wrongly, and you know that, “Okay, actually I can achieve that [with the] next 
collection. This collection we tried, [but] it’s just not going to happen” and you’re 
continually [making mistakes and learning] to do better next time.  
There is a more obvious split along the consumer- versus industry-targeted activism axis. 
Consumer-targeted activities dominate the movement landscape8 and include the increasing 
number of sustainable fashion labels and retailers, magazines like Peppermint, Hessian, Intent and 
Naked, bloggers and Instagrammers including Eco Warrior Princess and The Helm, the Good 
On You fashion rating app, Undress sustainable fashion runways, and the various community 
groups and councils that host information events. The imagined consumer these groups target is 
not uniform, though the overwhelming majority of activities target females aged in their teens 
and older. Participants most often spoke about targeting people not already sustainably active in 
their everyday lives, aiming for the mainstream fashion consumer, whom they imagine as one 
who enjoys buying clothes from a variety of high street and designer brands, and who is not 
actively seeking sustainable fashion. For example, Esther Kirwan of Jacob & Esau explains, 
“When we design I think, ‘Would an everyday person wear this tee shirt, or jumper or shorts’ 
and not just a stereotypical eco-savvy woman or man?’” This imagined mainstream target is 
largely responsible for the emphasis on aesthetics in the movement. Many movement members 
																																																													
8 Internationally there exist a number or organisations that specifically target industry including the 
Sustainable Apparel Coalition, ZDHC (Zero Discharge of Hazardous Chemicals) and Ethical Fashion 
Forum, to name a few. 
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express a desire to “not preach to our own” and speak to more than just our “sustainable fashion 
bubble” and are concerned they are not reaching their desired target. This considerable focus on  
consumer activism is reflected in the most commonly cited goal of the movement – to raise 
consumer awareness. 
There are many fewer movement actors actively targeting the industry, though this is also 
changing as the movement grows and becomes more established. These actors include Clean 
Cut, which hosts events during Sydney’s Fashion Week; Artisans of Fashion, which connects 
Australian designers with artisans in India to create ethical fabrics; and a handful of industry 
forums that have been jointly hosted by Fashion Revolution, Baptist World Aid and Stop the 
Traffik to address ethical supply chain issues.9 
Only two groups stand out for their attempts to address both industry and consumers. The 
first is Ethical Clothing Australia (ECA), which certifies that fashion brands’ Australian Cut 
Make Trim (CMT) factories have adhered to government labour standards. ECA targets industry 
by encouraging the brands to become certified and targets consumers with messages to buy 
clothing with ECA-accreditation while working with accredited brands to promote their ECA-
status. The consumer remains of central importance in ECA materials with industry-focused 
marketing materials referencing “Promote Your Brand” and “Appeal to a Growing Market” as 
benefits for obtaining ECA-accreditation (ECA, 2016). Fashion Revolution also addresses both 
consumers and industry in their activities, engaging consumers in their annual 
#WhoMadeMyClothes social media campaign that encourages shoppers to contact fashion 
brands and demand ethical labour practices. While the majority of events hosted during Fashion 
																																																													
9 As with the difficulties faced by the groups attempting to target mainstream fashion consumers, it is 
difficult to target the mainstream fashion industry without emphasising the role of aesthetics.  Chapter 
Four examines the mainstream fashion industry and its understanding of aesthetics. The industry has a 
specific definition of the term “fashion”, which includes participation in fashion media and promotion, 
and movement actions that demonstrate comprehension of this definition – as well as a demonstrated 
understanding of fashionable aesthetics – are more likely to be heard by industry professionals. 
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Revolution Week target consumers through activities such as clothes swaps and workshops, it is 
branching into industry advocacy through the abovementioned ethical supply chain workshops, 
and the UK team also has an advocacy arm targeting government. The breadth and scale of the 
global Fashion Revolution campaign make it an organisation to watch with the potential to shake 
up both consumer and industry practices.  
Defining a movement 
I have chosen to refer to this group as a “movement” as opposed to a “network” or an 
“industry” because of the expressed sense of collective identity amongst the members and their 
shared political goals to progress fashion practices toward sustainability. Self-identity is often a 
predictor of movement participation (Fielding, McDonald, & Louis, 2008) – for example, when a 
person thinks of herself as an environmentalist then she is more likely to engage in 
environmental movement activities than someone without this self-identity. Social, collective and 
group identity are also indicators of social movement participation. Bert Klandermans and Marga 
de Weerd describe collective identity as a collective belief about a group shared by all group 
members (i.e., our goal is to progress sustainability throughout fashion practices) and social 
identity as an individual’s belief about a group to which they belong (i.e., I feel I am part of this 
group); group identity is the link between the two, defined as an individual identifying with a 
particular group and also sharing in the group’s collective identity (2000). Klandermans and de 
Weerd argue that group identity is the necessary ingredient for social movement participation. In 
light of this argument, sustainable fashion in Australia can be understood as a movement because 
the individuals who participate identify with the group’s goals and collective identity, and new 
members join when they feel a sense of group identity – they want to be part of this group 
because they share its values and goals. Finally, and perhaps most significantly, those of us 
working, speaking, teaching and advising in this space refer to ourselves as being part of the 
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movement and reference our collective identity through the shorthand of saying “we” or “us” 
when referring to others acting in this space.	
The activities and intentions of the group further suggest the sustainable fashion movement 
can be understood as a lifestyle movement, which Ross Haenfler, Brett Johnson and Ellis Jones 
suggest “consciously and actively promote a lifestyle, or way of life, as a primary means to foster 
social change” (2012, p. 1). The authors explain that the majority of citizens involved in a 
lifestyle movement will never engage in civil disobedience, but many consider the impacts their 
choices have on the social world, and that certain lifestyle “wings” of established movements 
(like the voluntary simplicity wing of environmentalism) have the potential to bridge the gap 
between collective political action and individual projects of self-expression in order to broaden 
our conception of social movements. As will be detailed throughout this chapter, the sustainable 
fashion movement emphasises individual participation through everyday micro-political activities 
like shopping, dressing and laundering in ways that minimise environmental impact as opposed 
to macro-political engagement like lobbying the government for change. In addition, the target 
of the movement is not the state (as in macro-politics), but rather cultural codes and practices 
(the fast fashion system) and individual practices (fashion consumption), which is another 
defining factor of lifestyle movements.  
What is not yet known is whether this movement will expand to include members not 
specifically working or volunteering in sustainable fashion. There is some crossover between 
sustainable fashion consumers and people engaged in the broader green lifestyle movement, but 
at this time there does not appear to be many individuals outside those directly involved in the 
movement who actively identify as being part of the movement in the same way as is seen with 
other lifestyle movements like voluntary simplicity or veganism. New members tend to arise in 
the form of new bloggers on the scene or the launch of a new sustainable fashion business. The 
commitment of new members to not only identify with the movement but also feel compelled to 
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commit their time and resources to progress the cause speaks to the passion of those involved 
and helps explain the rapid growth of the movement. It is perhaps too early in the movement’s 
development to know whether or not it will engender wider participation or if it will work to 
merge sustainable fashion practices into broader sustainable living movements. It is also unclear 
whether wider movement participation is even required to achieve the movement’s desired 
outcomes, though the emphasis on consumer action from the movement would suggest greater 
movement participation would be welcome. 	
 
CONSCIOUS CONSUMPTION: GENERATING AWARENESS, GENERATING DESIRE 
The sustainable fashion movement can be considered part of the growing trend toward 
political, ethical, sustainable, or, to use the latest phrase adopted by branding experts, conscious 
consumption.  There is increased media attention on the trend – a study of British print media 
shows exponential growth in mainstream coverage of ethical consumption since the turn of the 
21st Century (Barnett, Clarke, Cloke, & Malpass, 2005) – and a growing number of consumers 
around the globe are seeking sustainable goods. In spite of the research on the value-action gap 
suggesting limited environmental change, conscious consumption accounts for an expanding 
market segment of consumer goods, now worth over $26 billion in Australia and $300 billion 
worldwide (Mobium, 2015). A growing number of consumers are willing to pay more for 
products that meet their ethical criteria; 66 per cent in 2015 compared to 50 per cent in 2013 
(Nielsen, 2015). Research published by the Wharton Business School suggests that companies 
with a focus on people, the environment and society are outperforming the market more than 
tenfold (Sisodia, Wolfe, & Sheth, 2003). Statistics like these are discussed and promoted through 
various conscious consumption conferences – like the very popular Conscious Capitalism and 
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Sustainable Brands events10 – and used to inspire companies to shift production practices to take 
advantage of this growing and profitable market. 
Identified by Tania Lewis and Emily Potter as the “mainstreaming of ethical consumption” 
(2011, p. 7), the trend toward conscious consumption can be seen throughout most sectors – for 
example the rise of Energy Star-rated home appliances, hybrid and electric vehicles, toxin-free 
body products, socially responsible investment funds, and perhaps most notably, the various new 
approaches to conscious food consumption. This sector has been segmented into a number of 
micro-political food movements including slow food, organic, biodynamic, vegan and localvore, 
to name a few. The increasing presence of so-called “citizen-consumers” (Scammell, 2000) is 
reflective of the contemporary turn in politics marked by a shift away from conventional forms 
of collective activism and civic engagement and towards more personalised engagement – what 
Anthony Giddens calls “life politics” (1991). Michele Micheletti refers to this post-political 
environment as the site where consumers can perform “individualized collective action” or 
“citizen engagement that combines self-interest and the general good” by making purchases that 
align with values they wish to support, such as environmentalism or labour rights, without 
relying on government or state-actors to take action (2003, p. 25).  
The role of the citizen-consumer is argued to exist because of the changing nature of the 
political landscape, including the “decentring of the state as the recognized site of civic 
responsibility” (T. Lewis & Potter, 2011, p. 9). Micheletti suggests that the loss of trust in the 
state, paired with trends of individualisation and globalisation, is “prompting citizens to take 
politics into their own hands and creating new arenas for responsibility-taking” which sees 
producers and consumers crossing the borders of economics and politics (2003, p. 4). A number 
																																																													
10 These two organisations run events and distribute information supporting corporations’ involvement in 
sustainability initiatives, including support for achieving the “triple bottom line” of people, planet and 
profit, and furthering the use of the term “conscious consumption.”  
See http://www.consciouscapitalism.org and http://www.sustainablebrands.com for more details. 
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of movement members can be considered citizen-consumers in their own consumption activities 
– interviews often included discussions on how participants shop for fashion and the 
responsibility they feel to consume sustainably – as well as supporting citizen-consumers through 
the creation of sustainable fashion campaigns or labels. For example, designer and activist Kelly 
Elkin was raised by her parents with a citizenship notion of taking personal responsibility: 
My mum used to always say that she was unsure about having children, because she 
was concerned about bringing them into this world. But then she thought that if 
she brought children into the world that were thinkers, then maybe they would 
help contribute to society in a positive way.  
This mindset influences Elkin throughout all aspects of her life and can be seen in her 
consumption practices (“Going to the grocery store, or the corner store, shouldn’t be this huge 
moral dilemma, but somehow it is!”) and through the development of her sustainable fashion 
label ALAS, as well as through her various advocacy roles with Clean Cut and the sustainable 
fashion online retailer Well Made Clothes. Many participants expressed similar notions of feeling 
compelled to take responsibility for the environment or people living in poverty, and opting to 
launch a fashion social enterprise to achieve the political results they seek. 
Kate Soper has progressed the notion of political consumption through what she calls 
“alternative hedonism” (Soper, 2007; Soper, Ryle, & Thomas, 2009). She suggests that alternative 
hedonism opens up “a new perspective on the ‘citizen-consumer’ coupling” (2007, p. 215) by 
acknowledging that people can benefit from conscious consumption both for selfish reasons – 
to avoid the negative by-products of affluent consumption like pollution, debt and stress – and 
for the collective good. Furthermore, people can ultimately find a new form of pleasure by 
consuming less and/or differently because it is better for the collective good, which adds to 
one’s individual pleasure. Instead of hedonism being driven by selfish wants, it can be driven by 
an overlap between selfish and collective outcomes. Walking instead of driving offers intrinsic 
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pleasures of exercise and fresh air, and also reduces greenhouse gas emissions. Similarly, 
sustainable fashion consumption can offer individual pleasure in finding and wearing a garment 
the consumer loves for aesthetic or identity-forming reasons, and also reduce the impact on the 
planet and/or improve the lives of garment workers – the knowledge of which can enhance the 
pleasure of the garment wearer and support their rethinking of “the good life” away from 
consumption-driven hedonism. My participants would often reference this additional source of 
pleasure from wearing sustainable garments or use it as a selling point, as represented in the 
Mighty Good Undie Instagram post: “There is no greater luxury than sustainability.”11 The story 
behind a piece of sustainable fashion is also important to some consumers. Carlie Ballard 
explains that she can see a difference in the way a customer touches the garments when they 
know the back story, even the way they place it on the counter to be purchased; knowing that 
the garment was handwoven and supports the livelihoods of people in India “makes them feel 
really good about what they just bought.”  
Conscious consumption tactics point directly toward the responsibilisation of the citizen as a 
citizen-consumer. Carlie Ballard explains that the sustainable fashion movement is only effective 
with consumer involvement: “Consumers can demand, it’s like a happy meeting…you know, 
supply and demand.” From this perspective, the movement assumes consumers have some level 
of agency and authority in not only deciding what to purchase – i.e., they are not considered 
consumer dupes – but that there is also potential for the citizen-consumers to enact micro-
political change in the world through their purchases. Many in the movement are sympathetic to 
this viewpoint, which aligns with Micheletti’s claim that individual, everyday shopping activities 
can have significant impact on political issues, including environment and labour rights (2003, p. 
15). For example, The Ethical Fashion Guide, 2015 produced by Baptist World Aid, which  
contains data on the labour conditions of over 200 brands available in Australia, includes the 
following statement: 
																																																													
11 www.instagram.com/mightygoodundie dated 26 July 2017 
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These companies care about what you think of them, and of course they care about 
where you shop and why you're shopping there. By using this guide and choosing 
to shop ethically, every dollar you spend sends a signal to companies about how 
you want them to act. 
Many of the movement’s actions are based on the logic of ethical brands attracting ethical 
consumers and rely on consumers to demand sustainable fashion to push the growth of the 
industry.  The emphasis placed on the consumer to make these sustainable demands correlates 
with the movement’s primary goal to raise consumer awareness inasmuch as the movement 
members believe that an aware consumer will demand sustainable fashion. There is the belief in 
the movement that, if only consumers truly understood the sustainability issues of fashion, they 
would demand sustainable fashion and the fashion industry would have no other choice but to 
amend its harmful production practices because of the economic rules of supply and demand. It 
is true that businesses respond to supply and demand, and perhaps the answer to increased 
sustainable fashion lies in the simplicity of encouraging consumers to demand sustainability. But 
does this logic oversimplify the motivations behind buying clothing? And how much influence 
can fashion consumers have when there is limited sustainable fashion available in the market? 
This logic appears to rely not only on an informed consumer but one who is willing to take some 
form of political action to demand production changes from fashion brands so the desired 
sustainable fashion will become available, which would enable the logic of supply and demand to 
play out. Given the slow response from the Australian fashion market to provide readily 
accessible sustainable fashion garments, it may be too soon to rely solely on the logic of the 
informed consumer. 
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“If they only knew” 
While raising awareness is not the only goal of sustainable fashion activism, it is largely seen 
as the “answer” to increased uptake of sustainable fashion practices.12 As expressed by activist 
Caroline Poiner from Artisans of Fashion:  
I do honestly think that if people knew what it means…the exploitation that goes 
on in the fashion industry, if [consumers] really knew that, I reckon there’d be a big 
fallout. I really do. 
The majority of participants demonstrated faith in the informed-consumer – once consumers 
knew the information, then fashion practices would change. This faith may be interpreted as a 
reflection of the sustainability values of movement members who felt compelled to act the more 
they learned about fashion’s sustainability issues. The assumption that “if only consumers knew” 
they would change their behaviour suggests that everyone holds sustainability values and that all 
it takes to inspire people to act is increased information (which explains the statistics-heavy social 
media campaigns addressed in Chapter One).  
As behaviour change research indicates, neither environmental values nor increased 
awareness of environmental issues necessarily increase pro-environmental behaviour (Carrigan & 
Attalla, 2001; Moser & Dilling, 2011). Additional research suggests that consumers wilfully 
ignore ethical information regarding purchases (Ehrich & Irwin, 2005), and those who do 
wilfully ignore also negatively judge those consumers who do choose sustainable fashion items, 
considering them “boring” and “unfashionable” (Zane, Irwin, & Walker Reczek, 2016). In light 
of this existing research, it may be unreasonable to expect the awareness-raising actions of the 
movement will increase uptake of sustainable fashion practices. Consumers may continue to 
																																																													
12 At this time there is no data that quantifies awareness of sustainable fashion issues amongst Australian 
consumers, but anecdotally the participants in the study suggest that overall consumer awareness is low 
but increasing, which they base on comments from customers, the media and attendees at sustainable 
fashion events.  
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wilfully ignore information the movement is trying to convey, and also continue to assume 
sustainable fashion is “unfashionable” and tune out any communication regarding sustainable 
fashion because it is assumed to be “boring”.  
Julie Guthman has addressed the cultural politics of the term “if they only knew” pertaining 
to food and agricultural practices (2008). She argues that this rhetoric illustrates the colour-
blindness of many alternative food institutions, including farmers’ markets and community-
supported agriculture. Not only are the vast majority of customers of these food institutions 
white, but she labels the spaces of consumption as “white spaces.” While the study did not 
address class specifically due to lack of data, Guthman suggests that these spaces and practices 
are also likely to be more welcoming to middle- and upper-class consumers, and that the 
troubled history of African American slaves and Mexican migrant farm workers further 
complicates the notion that it is lack of information that stops participation. Acknowledging that 
this is an area ripe for additional research, Guthman states that, “my underlying concern is that 
because these spaces tend to hail white subjects, whites continue to define the rhetoric, spaces, 
and broader projects of agro-food transformation” (2008, p. 395). 
The Australian sustainable fashion movement is primarily defined by white, middle class 
women.13 Building from Guthman, the “if they only knew” rhetoric becomes more problematic 
when considering that the messages and spaces of sustainable fashion consumption are coming 
from a homogenous race and class status. In my own workshops14 I can attest to the frequency 
of comments from the audience regarding concerns of the cost of sustainable fashion – these 
concerns are likely to be unfounded in some instances, when consumers have the financial 
																																																													
13 Notable exceptions in Australia are social enterprises The Social Studio and The Social Outfit, Sister 
organisations in Melbourne and Sydney that train and hire refugees in multiple aspects of the fashion 
business including sewing, fashion design and retail. 
14 Workshops typically consist of a brief lecture on fashion’s sustainability issues followed by activities 
ranging from clothes swaps to op shop tours to tracing the history of one’s clothing. 
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means but choose to buy many garments at cheap fast fashion prices, but well founded in others, 
when discretionary income available for clothing consumption cannot increase above its current 
amount and the price of sustainable fashion (or any fashion above discount retailer or fast 
fashion rates) is unattainable. Even within the middle class there are vast differences in the 
amount of disposable income available. While education on why sustainably-produced fashion 
costs more to produce can help explain the price differential, it does not mean the consumer on 
the receiving end of the message will be able to afford it.  Similar to food politics, the race and 
class implications of sustainable fashion, its spaces and its messages, is an area ripe for additional 
research and understanding, which may help overcome the reliance on information-heavy 
campaigns and the assumption that “if they only knew” then consumption practices  
would change.  
Despite the limitations of consumer education, the existence of fashion rating systems 
continues to support the power of consumer knowledge. One of the most successful rating 
systems is the Good On You fashion-shopping app, launched in 2015 by non-profit organization 
Ethical Consumers Australia. The app rates around 1,000 clothing, footwear and accessory 
brands available in Australia’s 100 largest shopping malls. Users can type in either a brand name 
or a type of clothing (i.e. “jeans” or “jacket”) and brands are rated on a scale from one (“We 
Avoid”) to five (“Great”) stars using a robust system that combines multiple certification and 
rating systems, taking into account worker rights and safety, environmental impacts, and animal 
welfare. The founder of Ethical Consumers Australia, Gordon Renouf, explains that the Good 
On You rating is created from a hierarchy of existing rating systems: 
The top one is independent certification [including ECA, Fair Trade, GOTS, and 
more]. And the next two…are signing up to credible multi-stakeholder processes 
like the Bangladesh Accord, where you have some independent people checking 
the process, [or] rigorous independent research or investigations. [Next] you’ve got 
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“check a box” kind of research like Behind the Barcode. And then you’ve got 
brand’s own claims – which, you can split in two. Testable claims [that] could be 
proved wrong [by a] whistle-blower…we put some more weight on that than a 
“We do everything right” claim. 
The methodology used by Good On You gives more weight to independent certification 
schemes and other testable claims, but does not discount information that comes direct from the 
brands, either – essentially the app takes all available information about the brands and distils it 
into a final rating. At the time of writing, less than 20 per cent of rated brands on Good On You 
scored above a two, reflecting both the robustness of the rating system as well as the 
unsustainable state of much of the fashion available in Australia today. 
The app places aesthetics at the forefront of its actions by adopting a fashionable design 
aesthetic and through its recommendations of similar brands for users to consider if the selected 
brand does not rate well enough. For example, if a user searches for the label Camilla, which has 
the lowest score and is rated as “We Avoid” because of its limited transparency and lack of 
information, the user is directed to similar brands based on aesthetics with higher ratings 
including KUI (“Great”), Vege Threads (“Great”) and Mirador (“Good”). This functionality 
enables the user to find more sustainable alternatives to their preferred brand without greatly 
altering their aesthetic preferences. By suggesting alternatives that are aesthetically similar, Good 
On You enables consumers to continue to wear fashion to suit their taste, chosen identity or 
lifestyle while supporting labels with sustainable production practices. However, due to the 
limited number of sustainable brands currently in the marketplace, the app cannot always suggest 
a comparable brand. 
The Good On You app promotes individual action and supports the role of citizen-
consumers. Posts on their social media sites encourage shoppers to “be the change” they wish to 
see in the world, like this quote from renowned conservationist and primatologist Jane Goodall: 
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“What you do makes a difference, and you have to decide what kind of difference you want to 
make.” However, the app is not solely a tool for personal political action as it has a feature that 
enables consumers to send a message to a brand advising they will boycott the brand until they 
improve their practices. For example, the default message to Zara reads: 
Dear Zara, I’m writing to say that while I love the style and features of your 
products, I’m not going to buy them any more as I am not happy with your 
performance on labour, environmental and animal issues.  
Sending this message is a personal political action, but it also connects the user to a larger 
mediated community and the Good On You user becomes part of collective action against that 
particular brand. It is no longer solely “individualized collective action” (Micheletti 2003) but 
moves a little closer toward traditional forms of collective activism as the form acts like a 
traditional petition (Klandermans & De Weerd, 2000). By sending this message the Good On 
You user becomes a proxy member of the sustainable fashion movement and can see how many 
other people have sent a message to the same brand thus creating a sense of an imagined 
community of activists. This action demonstrates one of the strengths of the movement – its 
ability to connect people online through social media – and highlights one of the avenues by 
which it might grow. Online activism is not without its limitations, with particular concerns that 
citizens simply “click” and feel good about participating without engaging deeply with the issue 
at hand (Drumbl, 2012; Gamson & Sifry, 2013). However, policy scholars also suggest that 
online activism plays a significant role when considered part of an overall campaign (Halupka, 
2014; Karpf, 2010) – so while the sustainable fashion movement should certainly take advantage 
of online techniques, they should not be relied upon in isolation. 
As with other consumer rating systems and shopping guides, Good On You is only as useful 
as the measurements used to rate each brand, which is why global fast fashion retailer H&M 
receives the highest ranking possible despite the fact that they continue to produce poor-quality 
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garments at an excessive rate. H&M has been actively working toward transparency in their 
supply chains, invests in sustainable innovation, and is one of the most successful “detoxers” in 
Greenpeace’s fashion campaign, all of which aid in raising their score (even if the eyebrows of 
most sustainable fashion activists are also raised because of H&M’s insistence on the fast fashion 
model). The complexity of the fast fashion system, including the way it continuously generates 
consumer desire for new goods, is not taken into account in the rating systems that look for 
codes of conduct and use of sustainable materials. Consumers are not altogether ignorant of this 
shortcoming and I often face queries when teaching workshops or giving lectures pertaining to 
the relatively high scores of H&M and Zara in rating systems, suggesting the consumer is more 
informed than many in the movement would believe, and even aware of the complexity of the 
issues and untrusting of corporate sustainability claims.   
Fashion consumers are known to prioritise style, price and availability in their purchase 
decisions (Solomon & Rabolt, 2009).  The functionality and portability of the Good On You app 
demonstrates an understanding of this consumer behaviour by providing consumers with 
otherwise difficult to access information from clothing brands in an easy to use, always accessible 
(if you have a smart phone) tool. Ultimately the app places the responsibility to change in the 
hands of the consumer by supporting them to make an informed purchase decision. While the 
design of the app is centred on empowerment, not blame, the underlying message is that it is the 
consumer’s responsibility to make sustainable fashion choices, and it is the consumer’s 
responsibility to contact companies in order to encourage them to change their practices. The 
rationale of this activism is situated in the belief in the power of the consumer – but is too much 
responsibility being placed on the “demand” side of the equation? How much power do 
consumers really have in the face of the massively complex supply chains that constitute fashion 
brands, the wide range of fashion industry influences and the sheer complexity of fashion’s 
sustainability concerns? Moreover, can we realistically expect consumers to lead a fashion 
revolution if they continue to buy from within the existing fashion system? Will shoppers choose 
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to purchase brands that are ranked three stars (“Good”) and above, assuming that “Good” is 
“Good Enough”? In which case there may be little motivation for brands to change production 
practices to be more sustainable. Furthermore, consumers are still being asked to consume – 
whether through advertising and the pervasiveness of fast fashion retailing, or through messages 
from Good On You and others – so even if they start to consume sustainable fashion there 
remains a risk of excess consumption. The roles of style and price sensitivity will remain at the 
forefront for fashion consumers, and it remains to be seen whether any compromise will be 
given on either in exchange for slightly better sustainability credentials.  
Aesthetics + Ethics 
Underlying nearly all activities within the movement is the desire to overcome  
the stigma of unattractive sustainable fashion. Every participant – whether designer, activist, 
editor or otherwise – discussed the importance of aesthetics to the sustainable  
fashion movement.  
If you’re going to create change, you need to be the more desirable choice, and  
you need to understand that the fashion industry is aesthetic-driven and about 
looking good.                  - Siggi McCarthy, Intent Journal, 
ECA, formerly Hessian 
The sustainable side, that’s not going to support a business…it’s got to be great 
design.                                  - Kit Willow, KITX designer  
This aesthetic focus in the interviews aligns with the literature from fashion and consumer 
studies which argues that, “Aesthetics trump ethics” (Cervelon & Carey, 2011; Joy et al., 2012, 
p.286; Niinimaki, 2010), and furthermore demonstrates that an understanding of fashion and its 
values exist at the core of the movement’s activities. 
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The emphasis placed on aesthetics by the sustainable fashion movement appears to be the 
result of two motivations – to overcome the stigma of ugly eco-fashion, and to shift away from 
negative sustainability messaging. The result is a focus on visually desirable fashion pieces and an 
aversion to negative and guilt-based sustainability messages. This approach sets the sustainable 
fashion movement apart from the broader environmental and human rights movements that 
take an anti-consumerism approach to fashion.15 It also sets the movement apart from previous 
environmental and ethical fashion movements, most notably the “natural” look of the 1960s 
hippy counterculture fashion aesthetic that Jennifer Farley Gordon and Colleen Hill explain 
became “associated with environmentalism [including] earth tones, hemp fabric and patchwork” 
(2015, p. xvii) and continue to influence the unfashionable stereotypes of sustainable fashion that 
exist today. As Gordon and Hill further suggest – and most of my participants’ designs attest – 
many of today’s designs “are a far cry from their earthy 1970s counterparts” (p. xvii). Some in 
the movement even go so far as to suggest that the style concern of sustainable fashion is 
unfounded, stating that “Aesthetics is a moot point now, there’s [sic] amazing 
brands…producing hot labels, it’s not even an argument.” This comment by Melinda Tually 
from Fashion Revolution is significant because it suggests that much of the work of making 
sustainable fashion more appealing to consumers has been completed by the designers, it only 
needs to be effectively communicated to fashion media and consumers. 
The sustainable fashion movement has largely taken an upbeat tone and collaborative 
approach to its work to generate desire for sustainable fashion practices. Aesthetically focused 
visuals and messages are important to the movement, as is an approachable tone. Tually  
further explains:  
																																																													
15 The exceptions to this include Fashion Revolution and the EcoWarrior Princess blog, both of which take 
stronger activist tones including anti-consumerism and supplying statistics. Although Fashion 
Revolution’s Melinda Tually thinks Greenpeace messages are “scary,” some of Fashion Revolution’s 
content is confronting, as seen in Chapter One. 
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Greenpeace is very scary, often the campaigns they run, they are very strong and 
alienating, and I think we want to be that place where the conversation can actually 
happen and it’s not such a threatening discussion. 
The movement’s decision to focus on the upside of sustainable fashion has often meant a 
rejection of negative messages about environmental degradation and human rights injustices 
faced by those in the garment industry and a celebration of the beautiful dresses and well-tailored 
trousers being produced by today’s sustainable fashion designers in an attempt to generate desire 
for sustainable fashion.16 
Besides the fashion itself, and the design of the retail stores, online sites and magazines that 
support it, part of the aesthetic appeal of the movement is communicating in a desirable manner 
that is not “too preachy” and is instead “celebrating the future of fashion”.17 It appears the 
movement is largely heeding Kim Humphery’s call to speak “ethically” and with respect for the 
consumers whose behaviour one is trying to change (2010, pp.157-158). The desire to avoid 
moralising and preachy language can also be interpreted as another angle of appealing to the 
fashion aesthetic, because designer fashion is not about being preached to or being made to feel 
guilty, it is about pleasure and individuality – as expressed by designer Victoria Tik: “Guilt 
doesn’t sell clothes – desire does.” The avoidance of moralising tones suggests that much of the 
Australian sustainable fashion movement has recognized that guilt-based messages are ineffective 
and unappealing to a fashion consumer.  
Not all brands working in the space actively embrace aesthetics, and this feature seems to be 
what separates “eco-clothing” from “sustainable fashion.” The brand Etiko was founded in 2005 
and sits uncomfortably in the current sustainable fashion movement because of the lack of 
																																																													
16 Information-based campaigns still exist, however, a fashionable design aesthetic is applied to the 
campaigns that detail the amount of water, or energy, or pollution is associated with clothing production, 
which is exemplified in the Fashion Revolution campaigns discussed in Chapter One. 
17 Tagline for advocacy group Clean Cut. 
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aesthetic appeal in their basic, and sometimes politically messaged, tee shirts and sneakers. The 
founder of Etiko, Nick Savaidis, has expressed frustration that his brand does not receive 
coverage in fashion industry publications despite having “ticked all of the boxes” in terms of 
environment and social justice in its production practices. This experience reflects the fashion 
media’s need to use fashion pieces in their features and editorials. As the fashion editor Clare 
Press expressed, people working in fashion media are trained in aesthetics and know what will 
appeal to their target audience, and they cannot use an article of clothing simply because it has a 
nice story. There is a strong distinction in the fashion industry between sustainable fashion  
and eco-clothing, and the former – which actively references fashion – receives more  
media attention.18 	
Yet there remains a tension between the aesthetic emphasis of the movement and the 
movement’s primary goal to raise consumer awareness of fashion’s sustainability issues. The 
ability to find the right balance between aesthetics and ethics is of primary concern for many 
movement members who frequently do not feel they have achieved the right balance or know 
what that balance would even look like. Kelli Donovan from Pure Pod admits that, “I don’t 
know whether we always get that right,” and Surrender Apparel designer Julie Belic describes the 
precarious reality of achieving this balance in brand communications: 
That’s something I thought about a lot. I wanted Surrender [to] be really 
interesting and for people to be attracted to it [and] the environmental bit was 
just meant to be a bonus. [But lately] I have been talking a lot about the 
sustainable aspects…I guess I’m trying to appeal to both sides. 
Carlie Ballard also describes learning how to talk with her customers and how it has changed 
during the course of her career: 
																																																													
18 Mainstream fashion media is discussed at length in Chapter Four. 
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I’ve gone back and forth over the years – when I started out I used to be more 
aggressive about all the negatives about the other fashion out there, and just 
seeing people’s faces blank over and look like “Ugh, I don’t want to know 
about that, I just want to buy a pretty dress,” to me then pulling right back to 
not [saying] much at all, to subtly pushing it again now, because people are 
more ready and aware.  
The dual focus of achieving aesthetically pleasing sustainable fashion and communicating 
about sustainable fashion issues in a non-moralising manner may be interpreted as the key to 
increase uptake of sustainable fashion practices, but as the above examples suggest, there is no 
magic equation for achieving this balance. Although my participants feel extremely confident 
that “Aesthetics always win over ethics. Labels have to be beautiful,” and the “aesthetics plus 
ethics” catch-cry was uttered in the majority of interviews and appears across Instagram feeds, in 
magazines and on websites, the movement does not see itself as having resolved the issue of 
communicating the ethics effectively without sacrificing the aesthetic value of the fashion. In 
actuality, perhaps the magical balance does not exist – just as it looks different to each 
movement member, it is different for each consumer who views the messages. Some people will 
be comfortable with sustainability language while others will “tune out” any reference to the 
environment or garment workers. Returning to the warp-weft analogy, the tension between these 
two aspects of sustainable fashion activism is shaping the movement as everyone bends and 
weaves in an attempt to appeal to consumers, and the resulting tapestry is not a uniform pattern 
but instead an abstract creation. 
My turn at the loom: Clean Cut and Fashion Week 
Some activists also bend and weave to appeal to the fashion industry, as I found myself 
doing during my involvement with Clean Cut when we produced the first sustainable fashion 
runway show at Fashion Week in Sydney in 2014. Starting from the time Clean Cut first 
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approached Fashion Week organisers about hosting the show we worked hard to demonstrate 
that we took aesthetics as seriously as we took sustainability, and we also worked hard to 
demonstrate that we understood how the industry functioned. We spent nearly six months 
developing branding that was aesthetically equivalent to fashion industry brands – including 
hiring a graphic designer from within the fashion industry – so that Fashion Week organisers 
could see we understood the importance of aesthetics (Figure 2.3). We faced a challenge in 
securing designers to participate in a show labelled “sustainable,” even amongst those practicing 
sustainable fashion design, because of the historical stigma of unattractive eco-clothing (Gordon 
& Hill, 2015). Once we secured a range of sustainable fashion labels to present in the show that 
offered high quality design19 we hired a professional stylist at the suggestion of Fashion Week 
organisers to help create a show that was aesthetically on par with other Fashion Week events. 
The final event included sustainability information including an opening speech by the CEO of 
an environmental organisation and a brochure that highlighted the sustainability features of each 
label in the show.  
	
Figure 2.4: Clean Cut website homepage at time of Fashion Week 2014. 
Author’s own image. 
																																																													
19 We were not able to secure any of the eco-couture labels like Maiyet, a well-known sustainable luxury 
brand that regularly shows at New York Fashion Week, which we felt was a shortcoming and was noticed 
by one journalist reporting the event. 
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Addressing the industry also meant demonstrating an understanding of particular industry 
social protocol. We engaged a professional fashion PR agency that knew the rules of Fashion 
Week in a way the co-founders of Clean Cut did not.20 The expertise of the PR agency ensured 
the “right” fashion media were invited in the appropriate way, were sat in the appropriate order 
at the show, received special goodie bags, and produced accurate and flattering articles. Clean 
Cut found it essential to follow the rules of Fashion Week in terms of both aesthetics and social 
protocol to demonstrate that we understood the industry well enough to engage in a dialogue on 
sustainability issues, rather than being present to merely criticise or keep a distance between 
fashion and sustainability. It was only by managing these aspects that our message was heard, 
which led to us being invited back each subsequent year.21 
Subtle sustainability 
A trend amongst some players in the movement is the practice of downplaying sustainability 
messages and focusing primarily on aesthetics. Hessian22 magazine takes this soft approach to 
communicating the sustainability credentials of the garments featured in its pages with a goal of 
being interpreted by readers as purely an aesthetically beautiful fashion magazine. Referred to as 
“subtle sustainability”, Hessian challenges its writers to not use terms like “eco” or “sustainable” 
because, as co-founder Siggi McCarthy explains, “We feel if we keep regurgitating these terms, 
and overwhelming people with this jargon, [they] will disengage.” Instead Hessian features glyphs 
throughout the magazine – small graphics that demarcate the sustainability credentials of a 
																																																													
20 See Joanne Entwistle and Agnes Rocamora (2006) for a detailed discussion on the rules of the field of 
fashion present at Fashion Week. 
21 The format has shifted since my involvement with Clean Cut away from a fashion show toward more 
straightforward informative panel discussions; this shift is the result of the financial and management 
difficulties of organising a fashion show – particularly one that features multiple labels – and from the 
desire from some in the industry to receive expert guidance on how they may transition their design 
practice to include sustainable aspects. 
22 Hessian stopped trading December 2015 and its co-founder Siggi McCarthy still works for ECA and 
runs another online publication titled Intent Journal.  
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particular label or piece of clothing. These glyphs include some familiar phrases, such as 
“Certified Fair Trade,” “Vegan,” and “Recycled Textiles,” as well as others like “Small scale 
production,” “Transeasonal,” “Manufactured in Country of Origin” and “Social Impact.” As 
McCarthy further explains: 
We appeal on an aesthetic-driven basis. So having those symbols means that if [the 
readers] want to engage with that they can go to the back and read what those 
terms mean, and if they don’t want to, they can enjoy the magazine just as they 
would any other magazine.    
The use of subtle sustainability and glyphs takes the focus off the underlying environmental and 
social issues and places it onto the design of the garment instead, while also recognizing the 
various niches of fashion and sustainability that the movement must engage with. People will 
engage with different values – as is apt to occur when engaging in micro-political action that 
privileges personal identity – and the use of glyphs enable consumers to seek stories that align 
with their values. Online retailer Well Made Clothes has adopted this approach, which enables 
consumers to search by clothing category, designer or value, including “Handcrafted,” “Local,” 
“Vegan,” “Sustainable,” “Minimal waste” and “Gender equality,” among others. 
Some designers also embrace subtle sustainability tactics. Designer Kit Willow explains that 
her label, KITX, includes a small envelope on the swing tags of the garments that describe the 
origin of the fabrics and other materials that have gone into the garment.  
For the human that likes to “discover,” they’ll find it. But the ones that won’t will 
never know, but it doesn’t matter! Because they don’t care anyway! You know what 
I mean! So it’s there if you care, but if you don’t, you don’t. 
She laughs infectiously as she describes this element of her clothing, clearly excited by  
the prospect of customers making this discovery, but also not caring if they find it or  
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not – they have bought the garment either way, and she will continue to produce sustainable 
fashion regardless of consumer demand because it aligns with her values.  
Many designers aim to have the customer fall in love with the garment first and then provide 
as much detail about the sustainability credentials of the garment as possible on receipts, swing 
tags and emails. Kelly Elkin explains this approach for ALAS the Label: 
We push it from the aesthetic point of view, and then [the customer] realises and 
understands the value after that. So we get them on the look, and then we trick 
them into learning about a more sustainable way.  
In a similar manner, Artisans of Fashion hosted a fashion event in the Strand – a boutique 
shopping arcade in Sydney – featuring garments produced by some of Australia’s leading 
designers using artisanal fabrics sourced ethically from India. The promotional emphasis was on 
the style of the clothing in order to attract more than the usual environmental or ethical crowd 
because, as founder Caroline Poiner explains: 
The tricky part with something like that is that it’s usually the educated people, the 
people that know, who are advocates, that come to see these things. That’s why  
I thought it would be really good to impose it on people that wouldn’t otherwise 
do it.  
The tension the sustainable fashion movement experiences between raising consumer 
awareness and maintaining fashionable aesthetics becomes immediately apparent with the use of 
subtle sustainability tactics. While the trend toward subtle sustainability appears to be a 
considered approach to encourage consumers – who buy fashion based on aesthetics and are not 
inspired by negative messaging – to purchase sustainable fashion, it may also be hindering the 
movement’s progress. If consumers do not seek out the sustainable information hiding at the 
back of the magazine or in the small print of a swing tag, it is unlikely there will be increased 
demand for, or awareness of, sustainable fashion. This can also be interpreted as placing all the 
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responsibility with the consumer – not only to demand sustainable fashion, but also to actively 
seek out the information regarding fashion and sustainability in the first place. Without actively 
communicating the sustainable features of beautiful garments, can consumer awareness be 
effectively raised? And if consumer awareness is not raised, the movement is acting without the 
benefit of creating a collective identity with shared values – even an imagined or mediated one – 
to progress the movement. While aesthetics will attract the consumer to the label the first time 
around, there is no guarantee that the consumer will buy into that label’s aesthetics a second time 
around, especially if – as is the case for many sustainable fashion labels – the design aesthetic is 
one of classic styling, created to be transeasonal and outlast trends. Furthermore, if consumers 
are not aware of the sustainable features because they have been communicated too subtly, they 
may be less likely to pay the price premium that often accompanies sustainable fashion. If the 
messages of sustainability are taken away, are we just left with more apparel that looks amazing 
but has not increased demand for sustainable fashion or changed fashion consumption practices?  
The Australian sustainable fashion movement is diffuse and determined, and largely shaped 
by the tension between generating desire and generating awareness, which has resulted in a 
movement largely focused on conscious consumption. This tension also identifies the ways in 
which this movement has learned from the limitations of the broader environmental movement 
– by shifting away from moralising tones – and ways it replicates the environmental movement 
tactics – by hoping that providing additional environmental information and appealing to 
sustainability values will lead to pro-environmental behaviour. But is it possible that the dual 
aesthetic-awareness focus of the movement is itself the key to endearing a new group of 
individuals to the sustainability movement? Can refined aesthetics and the resulting pleasure 
afforded by quality design be used as a selling point for consumers to embrace sustainable 
fashion practices, regardless of their pre-existing values? Can the sustainable fashion movement 
successfully weave around and through this tension and connect with consumers’ identities to 
encourage sustainable fashion practices? Or will consumers continue to associate sustainability 
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with being “boring” and “unfashionable” and tune out when they hear “ethical” or “sustainable” 
fashion? The dual focus of raising awareness whilst maintaining quality aesthetics also points 
towards tensions between pleasure and responsibility, and individualism and the collective good, 
that are present in much conscious or political consumption, and warrant further interrogation in 
terms of sustainable fashion.  
 
NOT QUITE LIFESTYLE POLITICS 
Conscious consumption plays a significant role in the shift toward lifestyle politics, which 
reflects the way that “personal identity is replacing collective identity as the basis for 
contemporary political engagement” (Bennett, 1998, p.755). In this environment, politics can 
permeate many areas of an individual’s life, including through conscious consumption practices. 
Tania Lewis has argued that much contemporary political activism occurs at the level of everyday 
life, in the so-called “ordinary” spaces and practices of households and shopping centres, and is 
largely reflected in lifestyle and consumption choices. She has explored the potential of lifestyle 
politics to empower individuals through engaging with, rather than dismissing, concepts of 
“lifestyle” in her work on eco-home television programs, community permaculture groups and 
celebrity endorsements of conscious foods (T. Lewis, 2008, 2012, 2015, 2016; T. Lewis & Huber, 
2015; T. Lewis & Potter, 2011). As Lewis explains, she actively embraces the terminology 
“lifestyle politics” as opposed to “life politics” in order to 
Emphasize the role of style and aesthetics and the thorough imbrication of green 
living practices within a broader culture of lifestyle and consumption practices 
[while also] broadening and nuancing the connotations of lifestyle in order to wrest 
it from a narrower, marketized conception of consumption (2015, p. 350). 
In considering the significance of lifestyle in political action, Lewis suggests not only the political 
potential of ordinary, everyday activities like fashion consumption, but opens up the possibilities 
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of how political action may be expressed while concurrently redefining “lifestyle” outside of 
capitalist consumer models. The sustainable fashion movement occasionally engages in lifestyle 
politics through its attempt to encourage inclusion of sustainable fashion in lifestyle practices, 
but tends to fall short of pulling away from marketised consumption.  
One of the most common ways the movement engages in lifestyle politics is through the 
fashion media, particularly mainstream and specialty magazines. Organic sleepwear label ALAS is 
often featured in mainstream magazines because of its aesthetic appeal but is also specifically 
sought out for its “green” credentials, as designer Kelly Elkin explains:  
[The] media’s always looking for value-adding. So instead of just asking about the 
inspiration behind the latest range, they’re always asking about India [where the 
label is produced], or about [the ethics behind the brand]. So I suppose media does 
definitely harp on a little bit about our sustainable credentials. 
By emphasising style and aesthetics ALAS gains publicity for itself and also engages with the 
tools of the fashion industry to help promote green living practices in mainstream fashion 
magazines with large readerships. The high aesthetic value of ALAS is an essential ingredient to 
this transaction because it is considered a desirable label by the readers, and can be included 
without damaging the fashionable reputation of the magazines.23 The double benefit of the story 
– ALAS gets publicity and the magazine appears to care about ethical issues – is also reflective of 
the complex and symbiotic nature of fashion media that warrants additional examination 
particularly when considering whether these stories are “good business,” whether they are 
“greenwashing,” and whether it matters as long as the news is delivered to a mainstream 
audience. Additional questions pertain to the frequency of these stories – if they are only 
																																																													
23 Other Australian labels that regularly receive press coverage in mainstream magazines are TOME, 
KITX and Bianca Spender. Though these labels may not adhere to the highest sustainability standards 
compared to ALAS, their designer aesthetic grants them coverage in the magazines with the “sustainable 
fashion” label. 
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included periodically, is it reasonable to expect the message to be remembered by consumers? Or 
should the movement celebrate based on the idea that any news is better than no news? 
The increase in sustainable fashion magazines point to the growth of lifestyle politics 
through promoting green living practices into everyday lifestyle and consumer culture, 
particularly those that encourage the culture away from traditional consumption. Since its 2008 
launch, Peppermint magazine has evolved from a publication focused solely on sustainable fashion 
into a sustainable living magazine, including features on food, travel and DIY projects – with a 
primary emphasis placed on reader creativity and the art of everyday living. Peppermint is a prime 
example of Soper’s alternative hedonism, as the stories throughout the magazine support 
pleasure in simplicity, consuming differently and the health of the planet and its inhabitants. 
While it has engendered itself to a stylish subset of those who embrace a “simple living” lifestyle, 
many in the movement feel this shift has not assisted the goals of the sustainable fashion 
movement, particularly in terms of promoting fashionable aesthetics because of its embrace of a 
“crafty” aesthetic and features on knitting and sewing projects that differ from the high fashion 
aesthetic appeal the greater movement is seeking to achieve. It is here that the separation from 
lifestyle politics can be observed – the anti-market, DIY approach is considered antithetical to 
the high fashion aesthetic privileged by most in the movement. A number of other sustainable 
fashion magazines have since been released that place a stronger emphasis on fashionable 
aesthetics than Peppermint and less of an emphasis on DIY, including Hessian and Intent, which are 
not as widely distributed as Peppermint but appear to support the movement’s preferred approach 
of appealing to an informed or conscious consumer. For example, Intent features stories on 
sustainable fashion labels and designers to support its aim to “reconnect the designer, maker and 
wearer – encouraging people to value what they buy on a deeper level.”24 Intent strives to achieve 
high fashion aesthetics in its layout and design, privileging style above sustainability messages, 
which they treat subtly throughout the online magazine. 
																																																													
24	http://intentjournal.com/	
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Social movement scholar Ann Swidler explains, “the contexts in which ideas operate can give 
them coherence and cultural power” (1995, p. 35), suggesting the importance of the setting, 
location, and participants of activism events, particularly at the stage when new ideas are 
introduced. In the sustainable fashion space, Swidler’s argument implies that introducing new 
ideas in a fashionable context can give weight to the movement and engaging in lifestyle activities 
may help the sustainable fashion cause. The Helm is a fashion agency that works to gain publicity 
for sustainable fashion labels alongside fashion’s sustainability issues, and engages heavily with 
social media tools to achieve its goals. One activity organized by The Helm brought together 
around 50 of Sydney’s top fashion editors, stylists and bloggers (each with large Instagram 
followings) to attend a “High Tea on the High Seas” event where they were educated about 
fashion’s sustainability concerns in small groups over high tea on a Sydney Harbour cruise. In 
addition to champagne, high tea and networking, attendees were provided goodie bags consisting 
of stylish eco-friendly totes, toxin-free nail polish and Made in Australia swimsuits. The Helm 
created an aesthetically desirable event for the attendees and discussed the issues in a non-
judgemental manner, allowing the fashion insiders to share what they knew and ask questions in 
a supportive and highly appealing setting.  The aim of this event was to encourage fashion 
insiders to use their social media pull to promote the sustainable fashion agenda to their 
mainstream fashion audiences; a Sydney Harbour cruise is an ideal backdrop for selfies and 
fashion group photos to be shared on Instagram, and The Helm encouraged use of the hashtag 
#StyleWithSubstance to help sustainable fashion trend on social media. As Swidler elaborates, 
“the cultures of social movements are shaped by the institutions the movements confront” 
(1995, p. 37). The strategy behind The Helm’s event kept sustainable fashion connected to 
consumer culture and the familiar marketing events associated with the fashion scene, similar to 
the way the Clean Cut fashion show conformed to the protocols of Sydney Fashion Week. 
Introducing sustainable fashion activism within typical fashion marketing events can have the 
double effect of generating awareness amongst those present, while also lending some cultural 
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clout to the movement because activists demonstrate they are not condemning the practice of 
fashion – they want to work with fashion, not against it. 
The Helm’s event relied upon fashion’s media tools and protocols in its aim to promote 
green living practices as part of a desirable consumer lifestyle. In this regard the work of The 
Helm is attempting to achieve what Lewis describes as the potential of lifestyle politics to 
empower individuals through engaging with concepts of lifestyle rather than dismissing them 
(2012).	The Helm’s “High Tea on the High Seas” is an example of a “playful approach” that 
challenges the stereotypes of anti-consumerist, anti-fashion approaches to sustainability, and 
opens up the possibility for fashion insiders to rethink fashion as potentially sustainable, without 
losing the aesthetics and pleasure that can come with the practice. However, because the work of 
The Helm can also be understood to largely rely on conscious consumption as the primary tool 
to achieve green lifestyle goals, as opposed to the creative DIY or anti-market aspects of fashion 
consumption, this event may not be able to achieve what Lewis argues is the most effective 
activism, that which moves away from “the usual focus on reducing consumption and 
rationalizing one’s lifestyle and behaviour” and towards “an emphasis on [creative] concerns 
around aesthetics, pleasure and the art of everyday living” (2012, p. 323).  It may be that, due to 
the young age of the movement, these consumption-focused activities are merely a first step, and 
for the time being events like these remain tied to existing marketing- and media-supported 
economies. If the goal of The Helm is to gain mainstream fashion media coverage in order to 
raise consumer awareness, then they must engage with the tools available in the fashion lifestyle, 
which include magazines and bloggers that are ultimately financially supported by readers and 
followers buying fashion. On the other hand, fashion may be so intertwined with consumer 
culture that they cannot break free from the marketised conceptions of consumption that Lewis 
argues are needed in lifestyle politics.  
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Another trend in the Australian sustainable fashion movement that attempts to align with 
fashion lifestyles is the use of celebrity endorsement. Fashion scholar Joanne Finkelstein 
explains: “Crucial [to] the success of a style nowadays is its adoption by social leaders such as 
pop stars, movie actors and prominent socialites” (1996, p. 45). The interdependence of fashion 
and celebrity makes sustainable fashion an ideal opportunity for celanthropy – celebrity 
endorsement or support for philanthropic projects (Church Gibson, 2012; Ilicic & Baxter, 2014; 
Rojek, 2014). On the international scene sustainable fashion has led to celebrity fashion lines by 
Emma Watson, Pharrell Williams and Kelly Slater25 and endorsements from Gwyneth Paltrow, 
Olivia Wilde and Amber Valetta,26 among others. Celebrities are also an integral element of the 
strategy behind the Green Carpet Challenge in the UK and Red Carpet Green Dress in the US; 
each were founded by celebrities to encourage other celebrities to wear sustainable fashion on 
the red carpet.27 In 2017 Emma Watson made a commitment to wear only sustainable fashion 
while on a press tour for her latest film and launched an Instagram account, @The_Press_Tour, 
to document each look. Some international activists – primarily in the UK and the US – have 
started to publicly question the validity and exclusivity of celebrity-focused sustainable fashion 
due in part to the emphasis on couture, which is typically handmade and always expensive. For 
example, online retailer Helpsy published an Instagram post with a lengthy critique of Emma 
Watson’s elite, white status: “the white sustainability chic thing is a start but it’s elitist and VERY 
PRETENTIOUS IN ITS DELIVERY…I WANT MORE DIVERSITY in ethical fashion!!!”28  
																																																													
25 Raw for the Oceans is Pharrell Williams’ collaboration with G-Star denim, Outerknown is Kelly Slater’s 
brand, and Emma Watson has worked with UK-based label People Tree as the face of their campaigns.  
26 Gwyneth Paltrow runs her Goop blog to support the sustainable living movement; Olivia Wilde was 
previously the face of H&M Conscious Collection and Amber Valetta runs sustainable luxury site Master 
and Muse.  
27 The Green Carpet Challenge was started by Livia Firth, former model, founder of sustainable fashion 
consultancy EcoAge, and wife of actor Colin Firth. Red Carpet Green Dress was started by Suzy 
Cameron, actress and wife of filmmaker James Cameron. 
28	See: https://www.instagram.com/p/BSOdpQ6jEA3	
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Many in the Australian movement recognise the potential for celebrities to attract significant 
media attention for the cause and advocacy groups regularly try and secure celebrities to front 
their events or campaigns. Arguably the most successful approach to date was the use of actress 
Isabel Lucas as ambassador of Melbourne Spring Fashion Week 2016; during the week she only 
wore sustainable fashion in alignment with the festival’s focus on sustainability (Unreich, 2016). 
Other campaigns have featured lesser-known celebrities, such as Fashion Revolution’s use of 
Australian fashion designers Akira Isogawa and Kit Willow in its campaigns, and Mighty Good 
Undies use of local environmental celebrities including gardener Costa Georgiadis, ocean 
conservationist	 Tim Silverwood and model/activist Laura Wells (Press, 2017). The use of 
celebrity is a specific tactic designed to gain mainstream media attention for the movement 
because of the “charged” relationship between fashion and the celebrity’s public profile (Church 
Gibson, 2012), which should also result in increased mainstream consumer awareness of 
sustainable fashion because of the media’s fondness for celebrity stories. Most sustainable 
fashion movement members have little to no budget for promotion and celebrities are asked to 
donate their time and their brand to the cause. However, due to integrity concerns of the 
movement, celebrities are vetted and only those who already have a reputation for sustainable 
values are approached in order to avoid greenwashing and reputational damage to the 
movement. Isabel Lucas met these criteria because of her history of environmental activism 
(Lucas, 2015), but the threat of accidental greenwashing greatly narrows the number of 
celebrities who would be appropriate – particularly in comparison to traditional fashion-celebrity 
endorsements – and as such is a risky practice for the movement. 
The sustainable fashion movement only marginally engages in aspects of lifestyle politics 
outside the commercial marketplace, and remains primarily embedded within commodity 
consumer culture. Though there are events that concentrate on secondhand clothes 
consumption – such as clothes swaps – they do so less from a “making do” or “art of everyday 
living” perspective that Lewis finds celebrated in the lifestyle politics of suburban gardening, and 
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more from the perspective of clearing and replenishing one’s wardrobe without the associated 
environmental or financial guilt. Clothes swaps support the extension of a garment’s lifecycle, 
but can also be understood as a practice based on the constant buying cycle supported by 
consumer culture. Despite the opportunity afforded by secondhand clothing consumption to re-
imagine possibilities for pre-loved garments, in reality the swaps tend to attract fashion 
consumers with a penchant for over-consuming and can feel like a shopping frenzy along the 
lines of the Boxing Day sales.29 It is not uncommon for clothes swaps to be completed in less 
than 30 minutes as swappers rush to the racks, grab anything they think might fit them, and try 
on and discard at such a pace as to suggest a reward for speed. And for some there is a reward – 
name brand designer clothing can often be picked up in exchange for a cheap piece of fast 
fashion if you know how to work the swap. In addition, as cheap clothing production has 
become more prevalent many items brought to a swap are of poor quality and not desirable to 
fellow swappers to take home, resulting in piles of leftovers to be dealt with by swap organisers 
who commonly take the goods to local charities (and their overflowing donation bins (Rivoli, 
2009)). So while there is no doubt potential for swaps to keep clothing items out of landfill or 
the charity bins for a little bit longer than they would otherwise, it remains to be seen to what 
extent clothes swaps do the work of lifestyle politics by supporting lifestyles outside marketised 
consumption (as an alternative economic device or even a form of alternative hedonism), and to 
what extent they act as an extension of a culture of excessive and frenetic clothing consumption. 
Secondhand clothing markets sometimes offer a similar contradiction with the increased 
presence of low quality fashion and the decrease of quality and vintage fashion. It is not 
uncommon to find stallholders who maintain a high rate of fashion consumption, partially 
funded by shoppers who buy their gently used wares at the markets. 
																																																													
29 I have organised three clothes swaps of varying size, and attended multiple others. These observations 
are from my field notes from these events. 
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In light of the differences between sustainable fashion and other lifestyle movements – 
including its apparent reliance on consumer culture and lack of a movement identity outside the 
movement’s leaders – I suggest that the sustainable fashion movement is working less as a 
lifestyle political movement, and more as a conscious consumerism movement, along with all the 
shortcomings that can bring. Common critiques of conscious consumption include eco-fetishism 
and consumers making purchases as a middle-class status symbol, and the risk that consumers 
buy sustainable fashion at the same rate they currently buy non-sustainable fashion, which 
continues concerns of too much fashion going to landfill (Carrigan & Attalla, 2001; Devinney et 
al., 2010; Smith, 2010). Underpinning these concerns is the assumption that these environmental 
practices are merely designed to assuage the guilt of western consumers. According to this logic, 
green consumers may feel they have “done their bit” for the environment and go no further in 
terms of making additional environmental changes or engaging with broader environmental and 
social issues. As a typical critique of green consumption states, just because something is “less 
bad” does not always mean it is “good” (McDonough & Braungart, 2002).  
The above critiques demonstrate the limitations of movements based on conscious 
consumption, and also emphasise the need to look beyond consumer activism. I do not wish to 
discount the potential of individuals acting on a personal level to influence change or the 
importance of incorporating sustainability into everyday life. I agree to an extent with Lewis’ 
contention that: 
Ethical consumer and lifestyle movements offer an important opportunity to 
energise and broaden the base of legitimacy of political environmentalism and to 
frame people’s ordinary lifestyles as intrinsic to a broader ecology of sustainable 
economies, cultures and practices (2016, p. 206).  
However, meaningful change can only come about with additional reflection beyond, “I feel 
great for buying organic cotton jeans and doing my bit for the planet.” Choosing organic cotton 
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jeans will save the environment and garment workers from the harsh chemicals associated with 
non-organic cotton production for that pair of jeans, but without further contemplation about 
the sustainability impacts of all fashion garments, or the fashion system more broadly, risks 
associated with excessive fashion consumption remain. By focusing on conscious consumption 
without additional incentives for consumers to consider the larger picture of the fashion system, 
including how fashion consumption practices sit within globalisation and endless growth 
economic models embraced by contemporary fashion businesses, the sustainable fashion 
movement may remain merely a conscious consumption activity that does not lead to lasting 
systemic change. These critiques are strengthened when the use of subtle sustainability is 
considered, because in that regard consumers may not even be aware of the positive impact their 
purchase represents because they are consuming fashion for its own sake. Furthermore, the 
emphasis on fashionable aesthetics risks the movement becoming trapped in the fashion 
industry’s definition of what is fashionable and how often it changes, as indicated by the 
movement’s slight resistance to DIY or “crafty” fashion in Peppermint. In addition, because of the 
movement’s tendency to encourage consumption of sustainable fashion, it is unclear how much 
members of the movement have reflected on the limits of consumer capitalism, and this is an 
area worthy of future research and understanding. 
Conscious fashion consumption is also troubled by the disconnect between a focus on the 
individualised action of consumer activism and the social nature of fashion. The social aspect of 
fashion was perhaps best described by Georg Simmel in his philosophy of fashion, which centres 
on the tension in social life between individuality and sociality, defining fashion as the 
simultaneous desire to imitate those around us while also differentiating ourselves from others in 
our social group (1997, original 1905). While Simmel wrote about this tension in the early 20th 
Century, his theories are still embraced by fashion scholars today because the significance of 
social life remains a strong presence in today’s fashion practices. The tension Simmel described 
can still be seen today as consumers today continue to look to those around them for fashion 
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inspiration, nowhere more obvious than in the use of Instagram as a source of fashion 
inspiration that supports this desire to fit in.30 At the same time, consumers wish to demonstrate 
their unique identity, something which the fast fashion business model enables with its 
continuous release of micro-seasons that encourage the frequent purchase of an item or two to 
create a “unique” look.31  As suggested by consumption scholar Steven Miles, “the individual’s 
interpretation of fashion is constrained by social conventions” (1998, p. 92). In this regard, even 
if an individual chooses the pair of organic cotton jeans, the style will need to align with what is 
socially acceptable in the individual’s social circle, workplace, or other social influences, if not, 
the individual may not make the purchase. This is especially the case for individuals whose social 
group actively embraces fashionable lifestyles or simply does not embrace “green living.”  
Reflecting once again on the research that suggests consumers not only wilfully ignore ethical 
information on clothing but also negatively judge consumers who do make the purchase (Zane et 
al., 2016), the social cost may simply be too high for consumers to take this step toward 
sustainable fashion. While work on conscious consumption suggests movements can develop in 
an individualised manner through personal consumption because there will be a collective of 
people doing the same activity and therefore adding up to a movement (Micheletti, 2003; 
Micheletti & Stolle, 2008), not enough work has been completed on the unique way fashion is 
consumed, particularly in consideration of the social aspects of fashion consumption and the 
impact it can have on identity, culture and social acceptance , or in light of the growing trend 
toward fast fashion. 
 
SOCIAL PRACTICE THEORY AND FASHION 
There is increasing awareness of the need to engage with issues of sustainability from a social 
practice perspective in order to account for the complex nature of carbon-emitting (and 
																																																													
30 The role of Instagram as among shoppers will be discussed in Chapter Five. 
31 As told to me by an H&M representative and will be elaborated upon in Chapter Four.	
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otherwise environmentally costly) activities. Based on the above analysis of the sustainable 
fashion movement, I argue for a social practice-based approach to fashion activism in order to 
move beyond an over-riding focus on consumer behaviour change tactics. By focusing on the 
overall practice of fashion as opposed to concentrating on consumers – including a clearer 
understanding of the actions and connections amongst consumers, producers, retailers and 
media – the movement may be able to move past the tension between aesthetics and awareness, 
and past the consumer-industry and environment-labour rights binaries. 
Elizabeth Shove’s social practice-based approaches to sustainability decentres any particular 
actor (whether consumer, producer, or otherwise) as the site where change must occur and 
instead focuses on the practice as a whole. She progressed this approach through an examination 
of everyday practices for the project of re-thinking UK environmental policy and research, which 
she criticises for focusing on individual action, values and behaviours, as she actively seeks to 
move beyond traditional behaviour change strategies. Shove urges us to look “beyond the study 
of green consumerism” (2010c, p. 283) and what she calls “ABC policies” – those based on 
consumer/citizen attitude, behaviour and choice – and toward a deeper understanding of 
practices themselves (Shove, 2010a, 2010c). 
Through her work Shove is appealing to the value of social theory to progress climate policy 
beyond individual action, and suggests greater emphasis on social practices, including an 
understanding that social practices do not occur or change alone, but are “co-evolutionary.” 
Building from this understanding we can position fashion as becoming sustainably problematic 
through production, promotion and consumption practices all evolving together and supporting 
unsustainable behaviour in each practice. For example, consumers are buying more pieces of 
fashion than ever before because clothing has become so inexpensive; clothes are inexpensive 
because companies do not account for externalities such as environmental degradation and often 
pay garment workers below the living wage; and companies get away with this behaviour because 
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there is limited regulation to deter them from doing otherwise, particularly given the global reach 
of fashion supply chains. Shove further argues that “the effect [of change] is never in isolation 
and that interventions go on within, not outside, the processes they seek to shape” (2010a, p. 
1278). She suggests the importance of policymaker – and activist – recognition that their 
interventions are taking place within the very practices they seek to change. In this regard, 
sustainable fashion activism is working within the practices of fashion production, consumption, 
communication, etc., not upon them, and therefore the most effective strategies will acknowledge 
this co-evolutionary nature of practice and of change. 
Shove’s approach stems from Theodore Schatzki’s understanding of practice being the 
starting point for understanding any change in behaviour. As he explains, “Given that societies 
are defined by this hanging-together of practice-arrangement bundles, it is appropriate to 
conclude that social order and change are largely ‘established in practices’” (Schatzki, 2002, p. 
110). In other words, in order to influence environmental change, the focus must be the 
practices, not the people performing the practices. Building on Alan Warde’s work on 
consumption that argues that “the source of changed behaviour lies in the development of 
practices” (2005, p. 140), Shove has examined the everyday social practices of bathing, 
laundering and driving (among others) so as to detail how in each case a practice is formed, of 
what materials and elements, and how it interacts with other practices – what she defines as 
“bundles” or “constellations” of practice – in order to develop deeper understandings of how 
the practices function, how they formed, and how they may change over time (Shove, 2003, 
2010a; Shove et al., 2012).  
Though Shove does not directly research fashion, her work on the practice of laundry, which 
co-constructs the practice of fashion in its “use” or “consumption” phase, begins to illuminate 
the complexity of the practice of fashion. Life cycle analysis of clothing has identified that the 
“use” phase of a garment generates the majority of the environmental impact due to laundry 
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practices (Fletcher, 2014).32 As a result many sustainable fashion advocates highlight the 
importance of reducing the number of times a garment is washed, washing in cold water and line 
drying to save water and energy.  However, an analysis of the practice of laundering 
demonstrates the complexity of this request. Shove considers laundry “to be a co-production 
involving those who do the washing, their values and ambitions, the conventions and standards 
of the day and the tools and technologies they use” (2003, p. 118). She analyses the doing of 
laundry as a “system of systems” (of washing machine manufacturers, detergent producers, 
households and textiles) and an opportunity for people to construct their own way of doing 
laundry on the ground and the socio-temporal nature of doing the laundry. The insights gained 
from this social practice approach to laundry offer insight into the complexity and 
interconnectedness of the various practices that co-construct fashion. At each stage in fashion’s 
supply chain and life cycle complexities exist, and it is not possible to limit discussions of 
sustainable fashion to fabrics that are “better” than others, or countries that are “best” to 
produce garments. An acceptance of the complexity of sustainable fashion reiterates the role of 
social practice theory for mapping the networks, actors and elements that construct the complex 
practice of fashion. 
Shove clarifies that the aim of a social practice approach is not about investigating the 
various practices of individuals in order to describe personal or group behaviour, as social 
practice theory has sometimes been called to do (Hargreaves, 2011), but that the practice itself 
should be the primary unit of social enquiry, as originally set out by Giddens (1984). A social 
practice approach decentres the actors – the “doers” of the practice – and instead follows the 
elements of the practice: 
																																																													
32 Though as discussed in Chapter One recent research has suggested this may no longer be the biggest 
environmental impact, but production. See Chalmers University of Technology (2017). 
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By paying attention to the trajectories of elements, and to the making and breaking 
of links between them, it is…possible to describe and analyse change and stability 
without prioritizing either agency or structure (Shove et al., 2012, p. 22).  
In terms of creating change, Shove, Pantzar and Watson argue that practices consist of elements 
that “are integrated when practices are enacted” and that practices “emerge, persist and 
disappear” when connections between elements are made, sustained or broken (2012, p. 22). 
Elements are demarcated into the three categories of materials, competences and meanings. By 
breaking a practice into elements, it becomes apparent that to truly understand a social practice 
and how it changes requires a deep engagement with the practice and considerations that move 
beyond calls to either “buy less stuff” as encouraged through traditional anti-consumer 
approaches, or to “buy this ‘better’ stuff” as encouraged through conscious consumption 
techniques. To truly consider how the practice of fashion might change, the elements of the 
practice must be considered. What materials are the clothes made from? Who made the textiles, 
and who sewed the garments? What skill was required to produce the clothing? What know-how 
or social competences are required to buy fashion? What other influences (whether social, 
economic, cultural or technical) will have an impact upon any of these elements, and how do the 
elements connect with one another? 
 
CONCLUSION  
Shove suggests the need to examine “the unmaking of unsustainability [because] transitions 
are not processes over which any one set of actors has control” (2010c, p. 282). Shove and 
Gordon Walker (2014) provide an example of a practice-based approach in their work on 
understanding energy demand. They base the discussion around “What is Energy For?” instead 
of taking for granted the notion that there is a set societal need for a certain amount of energy to 
live as we do today (which enables policymakers to avoid the messy possibility of encouraging 
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citizens to change their behaviour).33  They argue that previous modes of energy analysis are 
taken to be outcomes of various systems of provision, political economy, resource management 
and technology, but to ask, “What’s it for?” as the central line of questioning, “is to take a 
different view of the social. It is to see society not as an outcome of intersecting systems…but as 
emergent from, and defined by, social practice” (2014, p. 46). In this way they raise important 
research questions that are also pertinent to this study: 
How is it that such interconnected bundles and constellations of practices and 
material arrangements, including technologies of energy provision, distribution and 
consumption, have taken hold, and, second, how might they change?. . . It 
therefore makes sense to start from this point, from the site of the social, and work 
back to discover the material arrangements amidst which contemporary practices 
occur, and which are partly constituted in and through these same practices (p. 54). 
Building from this work, the desire to change fashion practices would not start with a focus 
on changing fashion consumer behaviour or relying on technological fixes to reduce carbon and 
water footprints of fabric. Rather it would start from the site of the social, and ask “what is 
fashion for?” and perhaps “what does fashion do for us?” Here the elements of fashion would be 
the central focus of inquiry, including the social and economic structure, the production methods 
of clothing, fashion industry practices, media influences, various skills and know-how associated 
with fashion production and consumption, the social impact of wearing certain types of clothes, 
as well as other elements of fashion consumer behaviour. It would work back to look at the 
arrangements under which the current practices occur, and how they have co-evolved – for 
																																																													
33 Interestingly, over the course of Shove’s work we see that she was initially critiquing ABC policies 
because they focused too much on individual behaviour change, and in this later work she critiques policy 
that avoids addressing behaviour change at all. Likely Shove is addressing both “sides” of policy to argue 
for a deeper understanding of the practices that move beyond either personal change or technological 
changes working in isolation. 
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example, what collection of elements have enabled fashion consumption rates to have risen as 
dramatically as they have over the past two decades? How has a lack of transparency become the 
norm in fashion production and retail? What elements have aligned to allow environmental and 
human exploitation to be discounted in the cost of doing business? What are the bundles of 
practices that integrate to create the current practice of fashion, and how can these elements and 
practices transition toward sustainable fashion enactments? 
A consideration of this approach immediately identifies shortcomings in the current 
Australian sustainable fashion movement alongside the possibility of a different approach. 
Primarily, the focus has to come off the consumer leading sustainable changes because their 
practice of fashion consumption is engulfed and impacted by the systems and institutions that 
support fashion in its current unsustainable form. Second, a mapping of the various practices 
that co-construct “fashion,” including the elements that constitute these practices, should be 
undertaken to create a clear picture of how fashion functions. Finally, an interrogation of the 
unsustainable elements and integrations should be completed in order to consider how the 
practices can change toward more sustainable outcomes.  
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CHAPTER THREE 
Sustainable fashion start-ups: Unmaking the unsustainability of 
fashion and the role of entrepreneurial emotion 
 
 
In a machine age, dressmaking is one of the last refuges of the human, the personal, the inimitable. – Christian Dior 
 
 
	
Figure 3.1: Screen shot of Mighty Good Undies website 
Image source http://mightygoodundies.com.au 
 
INTRODUCTION 
The team behind Fairtrade and organic underwear brand Mighty Good Undies (MGU) has 
been on an intense, yet joyful, journey since its launch in April 2016. Co-founded by two of 
Australia’s sustainable fashion pioneers – Elena Antoniou from New Future PR agency and 
Hannah Parris from the label Audrey Blue – within five months of the launch MGU’s Instagram 
followers skyrocketed to 10,000, they raised $32,000 in a crowdfunding campaign, exhibited at 
Berlin’s ethical trade show where they gained two stockists and a UK sales agent, and were 
included in special events with TEDxSydney and Instagram focusing on the strength of their 
ethics and their social media marketing. Through it all, the ethical complexities of running a 
sustainable fashion label remain front of mind for the brand, which has a goal to encourage 
greater consumer awareness of fashion’s sustainability issues through their underwear line. In our 
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interview,1 Antoniou spoke about the importance of certification in MGU’s supply chains, 
particularly since the cotton is grown and processed in India where she and Parris cannot 
regularly visit to assess operations. However, she is also suspicious of certification systems, 
reflecting that the people working in the GOTS2 certified factories “probably don’t have the 
standard of living that Fairtrade claims they do.” She says she and Hannah do the best they can 
and follow their own “barometer of what’s right or wrong…an intuition,” when navigating 
ethical tensions of the apparel brand. The use of crowdfunding is not unusual for social 
entrepreneurs and has been utilised by others in the sustainable fashion space,3 but it is not a 
long-term solution for the company and MGU hopes to attract an investor soon. Parris and 
Antoniou are not paid a salary for their efforts and the brand will not be able to produce at a 
scale to stock large retailers without additional funds from external investors. Antoniou confides, 
“I am really scared that if we don’t get an investor we’ll just crawl along, and we don’t want that 
for the business.”  
Sustainable fashion start-ups and entrepreneurs like MGU play a crucial role in the 
“unmaking of unsustainability” of fashion, yet they face a range of challenges in this quest. In 
this chapter I build upon Elizabeth Shove, Mika Pantzar and Matt Watson’s (2012) theory of the 
dynamics of social practice to influence pro-environmental outcomes to suggest that the way 
businesses enact sustainable fashion design has the potential to influence and/or reproduce 
sustainable fashion practices in the broader fashion practice complex.  Referencing data collected 
from in-depth interviews with Australian start-up sustainable fashion labels, which I position as 
																																																													
1 Details of participants referenced throughout this chapter are included in Appendix 3. 
2 GOTS is the Global Organic Textile Standards certification body, regularly acknowledged by those in 
the industry as the strictest of organic standards for cotton because of certification throughout the supply 
chain, including the CMT facilities. 
3 Ethical rating app Good On You used crowdfunding to create and update the app, fashion brand ALAS 
utilised crowdfunding to fund a trip to visit their Indian factories, and Baptist World Aid sought funds to 
help complete their 2017 Ethical Fashion Report. 
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social entrepreneurships, I consider the ways in which the practice of sustainable fashion design 
differs from traditional fashion design and which shared elements between the practices have the 
potential to help or hinder a transition toward a sustainable fashion practice. I present case 
studies of multiple performances of sustainable fashion design to discuss variations within the 
practice, and examine shared elements between sustainable fashion design, retail and 
consumption to suggest particular contours of the practice that might produce a broader 
transition to sustainable fashion. I focus on the role of managing entrepreneurial emotional 
labour as a significant competence element in the practice of sustainable fashion design. Similar 
to the experience of MGU, most performances of sustainable fashion design amongst the start-
up labels are marked by the management of ethical motivations, financial pressures and stressors 
associated with entrepreneurial and fashion enterprises. Present in nearly every performance of 
sustainable fashion design, I consider how the element of managing emotional labour impacts 
the reproduction of sustainable fashion design. 
 
THE SOCIAL PRACTICE OF FASHION 
Practices are constructed of elements – various materials, meanings and competences that 
integrate when a practice is enacted.  Shove et al. contend that an understanding of the dynamics 
of a practice – how it changes over time – begins with an interrogation of the connections 
between the elements of the practice, between elements and carriers (the “doers” of the 
practice), and between multiple practices. This interrogation also includes a consideration of how 
existing elements and their connections co-evolved to create the current enactments of the 
practice. Shove et al. suggest that practices change when new elements are introduced or when 
existing elements are combined in new ways, and that carriers are required to integrate the 
elements (2012). The authors propose looking between the lives of carriers and the elements of 
the practices they enact to understand how they change, reproduce and transform one another. 
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In the case of fashion practices, this entails an examination of sustainable fashion designers and 
the elements of their practice – the materials, design skills, modes of production, brand meaning, 
retail locations, and more – to consider how the designers influence the practice through 
enacting specific elements, and how the practice can change with the introduction of new 
elements or different interactions between elements or constellations of practices; I conduct such 
an examination in this chapter. It then becomes possible to compare the practices of sustainable 
fashion designers to traditional fashion design practices and consider how sustainable transitions 
may be made, and what elements may stand in the way of sustainable change. 
Practices are inherently dynamic and continually evolve, and in order to encourage evolution 
toward a more sustainable performance of the practice of fashion, the elements of the practice 
must be re-ordered or new elements introduced. Antoniou of MGU illuminates the multifaceted 
nature of this project: 
Fashion is way more complicated than you can ever imagine. It is such a complicated 
industry, on so many levels, that’s why it’s taking us so long to unpack it, to try and 
come up with a new system that will work.  
Fashion’s complexity can be visualised by the positioning of the overall practice of fashion as a 
practice “complex” – a “sticky” co-existence of multiple practices that share some common 
elements and locations of integration, and which can change alongside one another via co-
evolution (Shove et al. 2012). Figure 3.2 below depicts the fashion practice complex, where each 
circle represents a related practice that joins with others to form an integrated system, with the 
overlapping regions indicating shared elements between and among the related practices.4  
																																																													
4 The fashion practice complex is even more layered than this graphic depicts. For example, additional 
practices like fashion promotion may be included and each practice shown can be broken into other 
practices, i.e., fashion production includes raw material creation, fabric weaving, pattern cutting, etc. 
However, for the sake of this discussion I have opted to limit the complex to the practices shown, and 
will discuss the complexity of practices as needed. 
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Figure 3.2: Fashion Practice Complex, where each circle represents a related practice that 
joins with others to form the complex. Note that not all practices in the complex are 
analysis in this thesis. Author’s own image. 
 
According to Shove et al., practice complexes can be so dense as to be considered their own 
practice with the potential to change the individual practices contained therein (2012, p. 81). 
Through a deeper understanding of the various practices within the complex, and paying 
particular attention to the differences between sustainable fashion design and traditional fashion 
design, it may be possible to determine what elements within the complex must change  
(and maybe what elements will be easiest to change) to transition to a sustainable fashion 
practice complex.  
Shove et al. suggest examining the “changing contours of specific ‘communities of practice’”5 
to infer how different elements may be integrated to make a practice more sustainable (2012, p. 
																																																													
5 Etienne Wenger and William Snyder define communities of practice as “groups of people informally 
bound together by shared expertise and passion for a joint enterprise” (2000, in Shove et al. 2012, p. 67). 
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161). In the fashion practice complex the communities of change would include fashion retailers, 
designers, garment labourers, marketing organisations and shoppers, among others. Sustainable 
evolution could be encouraged by actors working together with a deliberate intention “to 
reconfigure the character and the distribution of the elements of which more sustainable 
practices could be made, and [seek] to break the ties that hold other less sustainable arrangements 
in place” (p. 161, emphasis in original). In this chapter I focus on one community – sustainable 
fashion entrepreneurs – as an entry point to consider which configurations of elements enable 
sustainable fashion practices (other communities will be addressed in following chapters). I argue 
that an understanding of the various integrations of elements in sustainable fashion design can 
offer insights into how elements might co-evolve toward more sustainable futures throughout 
the fashion practice complex. 
 
SUSTAINABLE FASHION SOCIAL ENTREPRENEURS  
Sustainable fashion start-ups are largely responsible for the growing trend toward sustainable 
fashion, having entered the marketplace ahead of sustainable initiatives from larger players like 
H&M, David Jones, Jeanswest and others.6 The content of sustainable fashion magazines and 
blogs rely on these start-ups, and the labels represent the majority of clothing sold at sustainable 
fashion retailers. This chapter references data gathered from in-depth interviews with 17 
Australian-based small businesses conducted between October 2014 and August 2017 as 
representative of a community of sustainable fashion practice. While there are some men 
involved in the businesses (three designers and two business owners), the majority of participants 
are women (74 per cent), their average age is mid-30s, and just under half of them are not trained 
in fashion design. This group was selected to provide a range of apparel-types, aesthetic 
preferences and levels of fashion and business management experience, as well as to represent a 
																																																													
6 Mainstream brand participation in sustainable fashion will be discussed in Chapter Four. 
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variety of sustainable practices in terms of the choices made to support the environment and/or 
garment workers.7  
Participants were also selected because they do not express an anti-fashion approach to their 
work, compared to many traditional eco-clothing brands that specialise in basic tee shirts or 
hemp products, identify more as environmentalists than fashion designers, and who commonly 
adopt a “disrupt the fashion industry”8 approach. Rather, my participants tend to proclaim their 
love of fashion, they just want to make it better: 
… I don’t want to make money off the back of someone’s pain. 
                                                                                          – Dale Cornell, NMBQ designer 
Even though I love the fashion industry, I’m quite adamant not to perpetuate those 
[ethical production] problems.                  – Esther Kirwan, Jacob & Esau designer 
I wanted to be a fashion brand. But then as I started investigating supply chains and 
working out how we were going to run things, it became apparent that I wasn’t super 
comfortable running it the way that [one would traditionally] start a fashion brand. 
So, that’s where the sustainability side came into it.               – Lis Harvey, NICO designer 
My participants can be considered part of the conscious consumption movement but also 
understood as social entrepreneurs because their businesses were formed to create social value 
through a market-based organisation (T. L. Miller, Grimes, McMullen, & Vogus, 2012). Social 
entrepreneurs engage in social value creation through a multitude of means. Examples of social 
entrepreneurs from outside this study include Barenaked Bowls café, which gives 10 per cent of 
the price of their food to a charity the company established to help orphans in developing 
countries;9 Toms, which gives one pair of shoes to a child in need for every pair of shoes 
																																																													
7 See details of participant demographics in Appendix 3, including rationale for selecting each label. 
8 As quoted from the Etiko Facebook page post dated 20 April, 4.02pm 
9 http://www.barenakedbowls.com.au/ 
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purchased and eye-surgery to a person in need for every pair of sunglasses purchased;10 and 
Bureo, a company that established a fishing net recycling scheme in Chile in order to upcycle the 
used nets into skateboards, sunglasses and frisbees.11  
The motivations of the sustainable fashion start-up participants align with the broader 
sustainable fashion movement, with all participants expressing a desire to help the environment, 
garment workers, or both. While each participant has their own unique motivations, they all 
possess pro-social, rather than pro-self motives, which is a common trait among social 
entrepreneurs (T. L. Miller et al., 2012). All of my participants started their business with pro-
social motives – they have environmental and/or social justice values that drive their work, and 
which surpass pro-self financial motivations that tend to motivate traditional entrepreneurs. For 
most, their work is akin to a moral obligation to improve the state of fashion, or for some, more 
broadly, to make the world a better place: 
 I wanted to start a business where I could do good in the world and see  
the results.                                     - Hannah Parris, Audrey Blue designer 
I was interested in sustainability and the environment [and felt it] wasn’t a question. I 
didn’t want to create any more stuff that was just gonna fill up the world with crap.  
                                - Julie Belic, Surrender Apparel designer 
If everybody could look, really look at the way they [design], and make sure that 
things are made ethically and sustainable, it will make people feel happier. All around 
the globe.                                                       - Kelli Donovan, Pure Pod designer 
I come from a creative background, but I feel that a lot of creativity can be self-
indulgent, especially when it comes to creating a product like fashion [and] that’s 
been with me since I can remember. So, to me, when I started studying fashion it was 
																																																													
10 http://www.toms.com 
11 http://bureo.co/ 
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a conscious decision that I would try and change it from the inside.   
                                                                                             - Kelly Elkin, ALAS designer 
The business goals of my participants are also intrinsically linked to their pro-social motives. 
For example, Caroline Poiner who owns both Cloth & Co. and Artisans of Fashion – one 
organisation sells Fairtrade cotton lifestyle goods, the other facilitates relationships between 
Australian fashion designers and Indian textile artisans – explained some of her business 
motivations: 
When you’re producing something, it’s not just about the thing you’re producing, 
you’re giving employment, empowerment – you’re actually introducing [artisans] to 
the international global market and community, and creating a line of communication 
and feedback. I think it makes communities grow. And I think it changes people’s 
perception, when they know that there’s a connection, that there’s [sic] human beings 
at the other end. 
For Lis Harvey from NICO, a sustainable lingerie line, it didn’t make sense to create a business 
any other way because she believes the future of business is based on sustainable practices:  
I get quite a lot of students from the fashion school come in and they’ll ask for 
advice [and] I always say, “Why would you ever set your business up in that old kind 
of way, because it’s dying out, it’s not going to be the way that the industry’s going to 
be in the future.” If you want to be around in the future [you need to] start off on the 
right foot. 
In addition to the central role of the social and environmental motives in NICO’s business 
practices, this example also indicates the progressive nature of sustainable fashion social 
entrepreneurs and suggests the role they play in shifting industry practices. Not only are 
designers like Harvey enabling sustainable fashion practices by creating and selling sustainable 
fashion items, they have the potential to influence the next generation of designers to take up 
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sustainable practices as well. As suggested by the example from Harvey, fashion students and 
graduates learn from experienced designers during site visits. As sustainable designers interact 
with up-and-coming designers they have the power to influence sustainable practices, particularly 
when students can see the designer is an experienced professional who advises that the future of 
the industry is sustainable. 
However, social entrepreneurship is not without its limitations. It attracts similar critiques to 
those levelled at ethical consumerism, such as the likelihood of greenwashing, its role as “a 
panacea for middle-class guilt”, and existing as another outcome of neoliberal governments’ 
responsibilisation of citizen-consumers amidst the loss of policy (Littler, 2011, p. 27). Critiques 
specific to social entrepreneurship include the overemphasis of the “heroic characteristics” of the 
entrepreneurs at the expense of learning from their failures (Light, 2006), confounding issues of 
ability with motivations (Bornstein, 2007), and privileging economic value over the goal of 
creating social value (Dacin et al. 2011). It is imperative to consider these critiques throughout 
my analysis of sustainable fashion designers, all the while recognising the potential to create 
sustainable change in the practice of fashion due to the integration of social and environmental 
values with the other elements that construct a fashion practice. 
 
THE PRACTICE OF SUSTAINABLE FASHION DESIGN 
Shove suggests the need to examine “the unmaking of unsustainability” through co-
evolutionary accounts of change because “transitions are not processes over which any one set 
of actors has control” (2010c, p. 282). Taking a social practice approach to issues of sustainability 
enables taking an account of the changing dynamics of practice and de-centres any individual 
actor (whether designers, consumers, or otherwise) as the source of change, which allows for the 
complexity of a practice to be taken into account. Human carriers are not considered elements of 
a practice or the focus of the enquiry, but they nonetheless play a pivotal role in the enactment 
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of change, as suggested by NICO’s interactions with the fashion students mentioned above. In 
the practice of sustainable fashion design, my participants can be considered carriers who 
integrate the necessary elements of the practice – the specific materials, meanings and 
competences – and who also have the potential to evolve the practice through the combinations 
of elements they enable.   
Despite the agency of carriers to connect elements, Shove et al. maintain that carriers do not 
hold the responsibility or power to change the practice on their own. They suggest that instead 
of asking, “What sorts of social relations might enhance the circulation and adoption of more 
sustainable practices?” the question should be, “What sorts of bonds and links might emerge 
from, and enable, the recurrent enactment of lower impact ways of life?” (2012, p. 160). This 
argument suggests that an interrogation of sustainable fashion design should centre on the 
connections between elements that create and reproduce sustainable fashion design, albeit with 
an acknowledgment that carriers are required to forge these connections. I further contend that 
an interrogation of the connections between carriers and elements, carriers of multiple related 
practices (e.g., fashion designers also practice fashion shopping), and elements shared among 
related practices (fashion design and fashion retail, for example) indicate possibilities for 
sustainable fashion designers to not just enact and evolve fashion design practices, but influence 
other practices within the fashion practice complex. For example, Harvey’s interaction with 
fashion students suggests that she, as a carrier of sustainable fashion design, is also a carrier of 
sustainable fashion education. This is made evident by an examination of the elements enacted 
by Harvey, including the elements of fashion design skills and know-how, business management 
competences, and understandings of the meanings of fashion that overlap with the fashion 
students’ understanding and enactment of the practice of fashion design. While Harvey is 
interacting with the students over shared elements, she can also introduce elements such as 
sustainable fashion materials and production, and social entrepreneurial business skills that can 
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change the way these future designers carry or enact fashion design, therefore reproducing 
sustainable fashion design practices in the next generation of designers. 
	
Figure 3.3: Common elements in the practice of sustainable fashion design. Author’s own image. 
In theories of social practice, materials include objects, infrastructures, tools, hardware and 
the body. Competences are understood as the multiple forms of understanding, skills, know-how 
and practical knowledge required for the practice. And meaning, commonly mediated, includes 
mental activities, motivations, emotions and the social and symbolic significance of participation 
in the practice (Reckwitz, 2002; Shove et al. 2012). Figure 3.3 above depicts an overview of 
common elements of the practice of sustainable fashion design as enacted by sustainable fashion 
social entrepreneurs. The connections among the elements are not shown here, but the figure 
should be considered as an interconnected network of elements that are integrated by a carrier of 
the practice.  At first glance it becomes clear that the practice of sustainable fashion design is far 
more complex than drawing a few dresses and specifying organic cotton fabric from a supplier. 
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This visual mapping of the elements also strengthens the case for a sustainable fashion approach 
that does not focus solely on a designer or on design innovation. I will not attempt to detail each 
elemental interaction in Figure 3.3, however, I will undertake an initial examination of the 
competences enacted in sustainable fashion design and consider how they compare to those 
enacted in traditional, or non-sustainable, fashion design. In addition, I will discuss the role of 
“time” in the performance of sustainable fashion design. 
The experiences of my participants demonstrate that sustainable fashion designers combine 
many of the skills and competences of both traditional fashion designers and entrepreneurs, as 
well as additional, specific “sustainable fashion expertise” skills and competences. For example, 
similar to any fashion designer, my participants possess design skills, artistic capabilities and 
knowledge of consumer behaviour. They also possess many competences common among 
entrepreneurs, such as confidence, independence, flexibility and adaptability, enjoy risk-taking, 
and possess business management skills12 (Brockhaus & Horwtiz, 2002; Sexton & Bowman, 
1986). In addition, sustainable fashion designers are required to have expert knowledge on 
sustainability impacts of materials and ethical labour practices, and skills to piece together a 
sustainable supply chain that enables them to know every step of their production from raw 
material to finished garment (Fletcher, 2014).13 As already noted, these specific sustainable 
fashion skills are not yet widely taught in fashion schools, and most participants are self-taught. 
Kelly Elkin of ALAS was particularly frustrated that the burden to learn to create a sustainable 
label rested with her, and not with her educators:  
I was really annoyed and frustrated at university because we were taught to do 
specification sheets to send to China, but we weren’t educated as to who was actually 
																																																													
12 The extent to which my participants excel at business management varies and will be discussed later in 
the chapter. 
13 Sustainable supply chains are considered of utmost importance in creating an ethical brand, particularly 
following the Rana Plaza disaster.  
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receiving those specification sheets, so every chance I got, I tried to do assignments 
that would educate me about sustainable practices.   
Elkin’s experience is not uncommon, and her expressed frustration points toward some of the 
emotion (a “meaning” element) experienced in the enactment of sustainable fashion design, 
which I will return to in greater depth in a later section of this chapter. 
A practice-based approach to sustainability cannot focus only on skills, as a practice is only 
enacted when various elements integrate, including materials and meanings, and multiple 
elements must be examined to understand the practice in its entirety. One characteristic that 
becomes apparent when considering the elements’ interactions is the time commitment required 
of the carriers of sustainable fashion design. Many participants spoke of how little time is spent 
using the skills to design clothes. When asked about her design time, Lis Harvey of NICO 
laughed and said, “Not much! That’s the first thing I tell all the students when they come here 
[for tours]. I tell them ‘The fun stuff is maybe one day a fortnight.’” The experience of design 
and creativity getting side-tracked by the tasks of running a business was common among 
participants, as Carlie Ballard expressed: “It’s such a tiny part of the whole process, 
unfortunately.”   
Designers who create fashion in a traditional manner also find their time divided between 
tasks as the development of each product requires working with suppliers and agencies, 
developing materials, and negotiating with distributors and buyers (Griffiths, 2000). Attention is 
pulled even farther away from design when one is the business owner, as is the case with 
entrepreneurs like my participants, whereas many traditional fashion designers work in large 
fashion houses and their roles are limited to design decisions. An audit of the elements of 
sustainable fashion design point toward the additional time entrepreneurs spend outside “design” 
compared to their traditional fashion design counterparts, largely due to the small size of the 
business (which is often run by one person) and the creation of transparent and sustainable 
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supply chains. Participants commonly reflect on the time spent making fabric and factory 
decisions, communicating with the makers of the garments, promoting their label, attracting 
stockists, communicating with customers, paying bills, staying on top of advances in sustainable 
fashion, advocating for sustainable fashion, and generally running a business. In other words, 
they are designers, small business owners and activists all rolled into one. Carlie Ballard, who 
produces her fabric and garments in India, reflected on the process of working with an overseas 
ethical producer: 
[Compared to making in Sydney where] there’s no shipping, no language barrier, 
there’s a shorter turnaround, there’s definitely challenges [to producing in India]. 
There’s timings, there’s monsoon, there’s a million Indian holidays you have to cater 
for, and just time, and time. Especially monsoon, it really affects my weavers [and so] 
I’m really mindful of that with lead times. [Also the time required] working with 
natural dye techniques.  
This reflection from Ballard illuminates many of the connections between elements that must 
be integrated by the carrier of the practice of sustainable fashion design. Ballard has made a 
decision to produce garments in India. To do so, elements of design skills and sustainability 
knowledge connect with the material elements of raw materials (cotton that is spun, then 
naturally dyed and handwoven) and CMT facilities (selected for their ethical standards, including 
an onsite crèche, flexible work hours and tailor-training for female employees). These choices 
integrate with meaning elements such as the motivation for ethical production, influenced by 
Ballard’s travel experience and desire to help marginalised people,14 and the label’s branding and 
design aesthetic: “for the adventurers and dreamers.” These temporal comments also denote the 
																																																													
14 As Ballard explained, “It was trekking in Nepal that did it. Seeing these beautiful marginalised people I 
felt like so often in the Western world we forget that there are people in these developing countries and 
we often take advantage of them and I wanted to help them, use their amazing skills, and open them up 
to the money that the Western world spends on fashion and allow them to benefit from it.” 
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“slow fashion” aspect of sustainable fashion design. Some designers actively claim this term but 
most are like Ballard, and simply reflect on the amount of time it takes to create sustainable 
fashion because they are thinking through each step of the process in a more considered manner 
than would be required if creating disposable fast fashion.  
The branding and aesthetic choices indicate an important connection between the practice of 
sustainable fashion design and the practice of fashion shopping (Figure 3.4).  
 
Figure 3.4: Sharing meaning elements between sustainable fashion design  
and fashion shopping. Author’s own image. 
 
This is but one connection between these interrelated fashion practices but represents a 
significant focus area for a sustainable fashion practice given the role of style and aesthetics in 
fashion consumption. Fashion labels commonly attempt to align the meaning of their brand with 
consumers’ own meanings and desires because of the importance of style and identity in fashion 
consumer behaviour (Crane, 2012; Davis, 1992). However, this is not a one-way conversation 
from brand to consumer or vice versa. As will be elaborated later in this chapter, and further in 
Chapter Five, the desire to consume is not straightforward but is influenced by a multitude of 
sources that include fashion industry and media as well as personal lifestyle factors. So while it is 
not clear which practice drives the desire – and likely it is a mixture of multiple practices and 
134 
	
outside influences – what is clear is that the consumer must desire the garment before it  
is purchased.  
The importance of aesthetics to both the practices of fashion shopping and sustainable 
fashion design represents one of the most important alignments in the fashion practice complex 
to keep in focus while changing other elements of the practice to be more sustainable. Figure 3.5 
offers an example of the branding element of Carlie Ballard’s label. The back wall of the trade 
booth depicts a fashion image laid across a natural landscape, the model looking out towards the 
sea, communicating the brand ethos: “for the adventurers and dreamers.” The use of natural 
wood clothes racks and lush greenery further points toward the sustainable nature of the label:  
	
Figure 3.5: Carlie Ballard trade booth 
Image source http://www.instagram.com/carlie_ballard 
Through the use of designs and the meaning she imbues in the brand, Ballard hopes to connect 
with the style and desire elements of fashion shoppers, even while adopting sustainable fashion 
elements throughout the rest of her practice. Whether branding and aesthetics are enough to 
generate sufficient desire for Ballard’s label to keep her in business in the long-term remains to 
be seen; style elements are only part of the practice of shopping and it is hard to ignore the price 
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premium of many sustainable fashion labels when compared to fast fashion labels.15 However, 
considering the shared meaning elements between sustainable fashion design and fashion 
shopping is an important step toward transitioning the complex toward sustainability, and is a 
natural place to start given the role of aesthetics in fashion.  
 
PRACTICE-AS-PERFORMANCE COMPARISONS 
The overall practice of sustainable fashion design is known as an entity that can be spoken 
about and recognised through its conjunction of elements. The individual enactments of the 
practice, however, are referred to as performances, the immediacy of the doing of the practice. 
Shove et al. contend that “the changing contours of practices-as-entities are shaped by the sum 
total of what practitioners do” (2012, p. 101), and in this regard sustainable fashion design as a 
recognisable practice-as-entity exists because of multiple recurrent performances by various 
carriers. The previous example of Carlie Ballard provides a glimpse into one performance of 
sustainable fashion design, and I will now examine the performances of four additional 
sustainable fashion designers-as-carriers to discuss how various performances reproduce the 
practice of sustainable fashion design. This discussion will highlight the complexity of the 
practice via the multiple modes of “doing” sustainable fashion and suggest pathways to support 
transitions toward sustainability for non-sustainable designers.  
ALAS the Label 
ALAS the Label is one of the leading sustainable fashion labels in Australia. Founded as an 
organic sleepwear brand in 2011 by Kelly Elkin and Bettony Dircks, who met at University while 
																																																													
15 As suggested in Chapter Two, some critiques of sustainable fashion suggest it is “elite” due to the price 
of the garments. In the case of Carlie Ballard, her garments are priced similarly to mid-range Australian 
brands Cue and Country Road. She is careful about how much she marks up the products from the cost-
of-goods to stay in this mid-range price, which means she earns less money per garment than if she used 
typical fashion price mark-ups and accounted for her own time more accurately in the cost-of-goods. 
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studying fashion design, ALAS has expanded to include activewear and lounge wear. Elkin is also 
a leading voice in the Australian sustainable fashion movement as evidenced by her roles as co-
founder of Clean Cut, former contributor to Peppermint, and co-founder of online retailer Well 
Made Clothes. Figure 3.6 provides an indication of the primary elements that are integrated by 
Elkin and Dircks in their performance of sustainable fashion design. As in the earlier diagram 
featuring core elements of sustainable fashion design, the lines are not shown connecting the 
elements, but during the performance of the practice all elements are integrated and connect in a 
network of materials, meanings and competences.  
	
 
Figure 3.6: Elements of ALAS the Label's performance of sustainable fashion design. 
Author’s own image. 
Some of the defining characteristics of ALAS’ performance include the importance of 
mainstream acceptance, strong sustainability credentials and ethical production in India. 
Aesthetics are incredibly important to the team at ALAS as demonstrated by their design style, 
marketing materials, and appeal to mainstream retailers and fashion magazines. As Elkin explains 
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regarding the impact of aesthetics, “it’s all encompassing”, but really was born from the fact that 
at the time of their launch, “people didn’t really care about the organic side,” which led them to 
create marketing materials that she describes as roughly 70/30 aesthetics to ethics in content: 
70 per cent would be just aesthetic [or lifestyle] driven [and] 30 per cent will be the 
nitty gritty. We definitely often mention “organic” but probably only 30 per cent of 
it is actually educating people.   
As with the branding elements for Carlie Ballard, the connection to the related practice of 
fashion shopping is apparent for ALAS. The carrier of that practice – the fashion consumer – 
has certain expectations of the meaning of fashion they purchase, which commonly does not 
equate to “sustainable fashion” but an imagined lifestyle they are wishing to obtain, or maintain, 
through the purchase of clothing. By promoting a designer lifestyle aesthetic, rather than 
“environmentalist” aesthetics that featured in earlier renditions of sustainably produced fashion, 
ALAS enables fashion consumers to participate in sustainable fashion using shared meanings of 
fashion between the label, the shopper and mediated messages of what is fashionable. 
The sustainable credentials of ALAS are relatively high, even compared to my other 
participants. This is made possible by the integration of competency elements including specific 
sustainability knowledge, the skill of networking to maintain awareness of “best practice” – 
including Elkin’s active involvement in the highly networked sustainable fashion movement – 
and the expertise required to create a sustainable supply chain. Since Elkin and Dircks were 
among the first Australian sustainable fashion designers they had to do a lot of the research into 
fabrics and supply chain on their own, as suggested by Elkin’s earlier comment about design 
school. Also integrated into the practice are meaning elements like the designers’ long-held 
environmental values, and material elements of GOTS certified organic cotton and ethical 
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factories in India.16 The team from ALAS travelled to India to create their supply chain, 
establishing personal connections with factory owners, tailors and weavers with whom they 
communicate regularly via text, Whatsapp and Skype. The technology represents additional 
elements in their practice of sustainable fashion design and also demonstrates the possibility of 
more transparent fashion production due to technological advances not available when 
traditional fashion production practices co-evolved to their unsustainable state. Carlie Ballard 
also noted the benefit of Skype for viewing samples and discussing new ideas without the need 
to ship samples back and forth between India and Australia. 
The integration of the specific elements of ALAS’ performance of sustainable fashion design 
become apparent as Elkin describes the decision-making process to produce in India: 
I’ve always wanted to support Australian manufacturing, [but in Australia] 
there’s only so much that people will pay for sleepwear. And we basically had the 
choice where we could have organic and produce over in India, or have non-
organic and produce in Australia. So for financial reasons, it made sense for us 
to go to India [because] unless we were getting fabric here, then we’re only doing 
the Cut Make Trim here. [Even] though there’s the downside of the carbon 
miles, [we’ve sourced] fabric that’s literally made in one town, and it’s gone to 
the other guy to be printed, in a relatively close vicinity, and that’s a huge win.  
																																																													
16 Their CMT factory offers the following benefits: All staff are employed full time and paid living wages, 
with bonuses paid 3 times annually. No child or forced labour, safe working conditions, full medical care 
provided for all stitchers and their families, emergency loans for education and family concerns for all 
staff members, pension funds, paid holiday leave, clean drinking water, chai and lunch breaks, overtime 
pay for voluntary overtime work, non-discriminatory working conditions and right of expression, skills 
training for staff, use of AZO- and formaldehyde-free, low impact dyestuff, energy efficient and low 
waste manufacturing.  
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The business skills of the ALAS team are made evident here through a cost-benefit analysis of 
how much the Australian consumer is willing to pay for sleepwear, and may be more 
pronounced compared to other labels because of the external business investor who regularly 
advises the ALAS team. The motivations of the team are also evident though their discussion of 
the difference between the carbon miles accrued from shipping the finished product from India 
to Australia versus the ability to produce using certified organic cotton which was grown, milled, 
woven, cut and trimmed in India. This decision-making process regarding various sustainable 
considerations is referred to as an “ethical calculus” by fashion scholar Tansy Hoskins (2014, p. 
170) and is a common activity amongst sustainable fashion designers as they juggle which 
sustainability elements to prioritise and enact at any given time. Each decision comes together in 
ALAS’ unique integration of sustainable fashion design elements. 
Considering the performance of sustainable fashion design by ALAS highlights the role of 
agency of the carriers of a practice. Although the theoretical underpinning of social practice 
theory is that of removing responsibility for change from individual actors, Shove et al. 
emphasise that carriers of practices are needed to actively integrate the elements of the practice 
(2012, p. 126). This performance is particular to ALAS because of the specific motivations, 
beliefs, knowledge and skills of Elkin and Dircks, which enable this particular active integration 
of elements. An appreciation of the agency of carriers is not meant to place the responsibility to 
change fashion design onto designers, but to serve as a reminder that no practice occurs 
spontaneously and the social and cultural history of carriers of a practice influences any 
enactment of it. In order for the practice to be reproduced sufficiently to be considered an entity, 
other carriers must enact the practice in a similar way. However, slight differences in element 
integrations are often present and create the contours of the practice, which in turn offer insights 
into various paths for sustainability transitions.  
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NICO  
Another fashion label that places aesthetics high on their agenda is the lingerie line NICO, 
founded by Lis Harvey in 2012. Harvey initially trained and worked as a photographer, but then 
felt inspired to start a new business where she had more creative control. As she explains, her 
initial idea was not to create a sustainable fashion label, but as she started looking into traditional 
fashion supply chains, she became increasingly uncomfortable with the lack of transparency: 
The expectation was that you just hand work over somewhere and it would 
happen, and you wouldn’t know who did it, or where it happened, or how it 
happened, you know [nervous/uncomfortable laughter], you couldn’t be a part 
of it, so, that just felt really iffy. No one really wanted to talk about where things 
were going, which raises alarm bells, like, “Why can’t you tell me?” 
Harvey expresses a “gut feeling” about not wanting to produce via a non-transparent supply 
chain, indicating the emotional aspect of the motivations of many participants. She was able to 
overcome this situation and find a solution she was comfortable with through her work as a 
photographer for Peppermint, where her colleagues suggested she work with ECA to find a local 
supplier that would ensure safe and fair working conditions for garment labourers. Shove et al. 
emphasise the role of social networks through which practices circulate, develop and become 
reproduced. Harvey’s social network included Peppermint, who introduced the element of “CMT 
facilities in Australia/ECA” and is reflected in the element of “Networked with sustainability 
experts” in NICO’s performance of sustainable fashion design (Figure 3.7). 
Harvey describes the balancing act of achieving NICO’s sustainability credentials: 
I knew that we couldn’t be perfect on every front. So my general philosophy 
with it all, is that for every decision we make, whether that’s fabric, or how we 
package things, [that] ethics and sustainability are a factor in the decision-
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making. And you know, that sits alongside actually having to make money, and 
do business, and practicality, and all those other things. 
In addition to the time commitment that was raised earlier by Ballard, Harvey’s ethical calculus 
includes consideration of ethics in every decision, and her enactment of sustainable fashion 
design integrates elements of business skills (potentially more prominent in her description 
because she had been self-employed prior to launching NICO), sustainability knowledge, ethical 
motivations and material choices.  
	
Figure 3.7: Elements of NICO’s performance of sustainable fashion design. 
Author’s own image. 
Considerations of design and aesthetics play a key role for Harvey who explains that, “Unless 
you’ve got a strong design element, it’s not going to work, you’re not going to last”. When asked 
about the balance between ethics and aesthetics in her designs and marketing materials, she 
concedes that, “I’ve always thought it has to be design first and then ethics and sustainability are 
like the bonus. But that being said, the majority of the press we get is based on the sustainability 
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factors.” Harvey’s experience suggests the connections between elements of fashion media, the 
raw materials, design and sustainability skills, but also points toward the mediated element of the 
branding that gets communicated to potential customers in the press. Even when designers are 
not actively promoting the sustainable credentials of their labels – and may even be distancing 
themselves from what Harvey refers to as “the remnants” and “old preconceived ideas” of 
sustainable fashion – the ethical credentials can provide a newsworthy hook that gains column-
inches in fashion publications.17  
While Shove et al. explain that “it is nearly always the case that elements of meaning are quite 
literally mediated” and that the media plays a vital role in “disseminating ideas, pictures and 
texts” of practices, “there is no guarantee that these will stick” (2012, pp. 55-56). Though NICO 
may wish to portray an image and brand meaning of a design-focused lingerie line, it requires the 
assistance of the media to circulate this meaning. Sometimes NICO has control of the outgoing 
message – when using social media, for instance – and sometimes a news outlet will layer its own 
meaning elements onto a story about NICO. However, just because the media runs a story 
focusing on the sustainability credentials of the label does not mean the end-consumer will 
absorb that message more than the style of the garment. Consumer decoding of mediated 
messages is undetermined and unique, and influenced by personal histories, experiences and 
ambitions of the consumer, even if we get a sense of the consumer through the particular media 
outlet (for instance, whether the story is run in Vogue or Peppermint). The overlap of sustainable 
fashion design and fashion shopping introduced in Figure 3.4 becomes more layered with the 
introduction of media practices (Figure 3.8), and the complexity of creating and selling 
sustainable fashion comes to light, and acts as a reminder of the educative role sustainable 
designers play simply by enacting a sustainable design practice.  
																																																													
17 Kelly from ALAS mentioned a similar experience, discussed in Chapter Two. 
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Figure 3.8: Shared elements of meaning between design and shopping, as impacted by media. 
Author’s own image. 
NICO’s use of local production also provides insights into challenges facing the Australian 
fashion industry as it struggles to find and maintain skilled workers: 
Lingerie is a really specific skill set. Most factories won’t touch it. Even with the 
manufacturer, not all of the sewers can do it [because of] its specific 
techniques…It’s not something that’s being taught and the skills aren’t being 
carried on, because our maker is probably one of a few who make it around 
here, it’s not really worthwhile. So I am struggling a little bit moving forward 
with people retiring.  
She admits she may have to consider producing overseas in the future, but aims to stay 
committed to her ethical motivations and use suppliers that support their workers. 
The Australian garment manufacturing industry has declined in numbers dramatically in 
recent decades and Australian brands increasingly produce offshore. Employment in the textile 
and clothing sector has fallen by around 69 per cent between 1984 and 2014 (ABS, 2014), and 
between 2005 and 2010, production in the sector fell by 24 per cent (ABS, 2012). Setting aside 
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ethical concerns regarding overseas production, NICO’s experience of a decreasing pool of 
skilled workers suggests limitations for growth in the sector even if labels are interested in 
producing locally. Fabia Pryor, sustainable fashion lecturer at RMIT and the Kangan Institute, 
has referred to this as “the haemorrhaging of skills as the market has gone offshore.” Pryor 
acknowledges that not all skills loss can be blamed on the industry18 because it seems as if, “all 
young people really want to do is design, it’s sexy. ‘I want to be a technician’ doesn’t have much 
appeal.” She further suggests the educational sector may be able to influence more uptake of 
skilled fashion technicians, but recognises there is also a cultural turn away from this type of 
work compared to the creative work of design. 
While Pryor believes that sustainable fashion production has the potential to make a name 
for “brand Australia” by demonstrating leadership in the field, the experience of NICO suggests 
this is not happening fast enough and that specialised skills, like lingerie sewing, could disappear 
from Australia following the retirement of current practitioners. In fact, since the interview took 
place NICO has had to produce one season offshore in India. The concern of skills disappearing 
within the next generation was also mentioned by Dharma Bums co-founder Debbie Lawson: 
[You’ve] got to make the job desirable, you’ve got to make it well paid, and you’ve 
got to – look – [skills shortage is] a real loss for us as a country. Actually, it’s a loss 
worldwide, because people can’t construct garments anymore. Everyone wants to be 
a designer. But you know Yves St Laurent, he was a suit maker, and then he became a 
womenswear designer because he knew about garment construction. None of that 
happens anymore. 
																																																													
18 As discussed in Chapter One, other factors to the offshoring of Australian textile and fashion 
manufacturing include the end of quotas, increased international competition, and Australia’s shift toward 
a service-based economy. 
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Given the limitations to ethical clothing accreditation outside Australia and the regulatory failures 
that occur in many developing countries responsible for clothing production – as evidenced by 
the Rana Plaza factory collapse and the difficulties in implementing binding and effective 
regulations (CCC, 2016) – the skills shortage does not just limit the potential for local ethical 
production, but the availability of sustainable fashion overall. In social practice terms, the 
reproduction of the practice of sustainable fashion design is limited by the inability to secure the 
element of “ethical factories”. Furthermore, the role of external social and cultural factors that 
influence the integration of sustainable fashion design elements is made apparent through the 
decline in skilled Australian garment workers due to changes in labour trends and the limited 
availability of ethical labour in other producing nations due to lax and often unverifiable labour 
regulations. Once again, the role of independent actors, and independent practices, are limited by 
systemic and cultural shortcomings. 
New Model Beauty Queen 
Another Australian-produced, ECA-accredited label is New Model Beauty Queen (NMBQ), 
established in Melbourne in 2005. Owned by married couple Dale and Sharmaine Cornell, the 
enactment of sustainable fashion design by NMBQ includes material elements of owning a 
factory, screen-printing equipment, and a shop front in Brunswick, Melbourne (Figure 3.9). 
Meaning elements include the imagined target audience and design aesthetic. I interviewed Dale 
Cornell and he explained the label is designed specifically with the inner-city Melbourne woman 
in mind: 
She’s around my age [mid-late 40s], the average Australian, strong women…I’m 
intrigued by all the tattoos that women in Melbourne are covered in as a statement of 
definition of who they are, it’s a pretty big deal. And [the clothing] is function-based. 
They’re active [and need to be able to hop onto a tram]. And it’s a very casualised 
culture. I don’t think Australia’s as [tailored] as a European culture. 
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The design aesthetic is classed as avant-garde and Cornell acknowledges the importance of a 
strong design aesthetic: 
When people buy fashion they buy it because it reflects their lifestyle, their wishes for 
who they are, and its aesthetics. Whether it’s ethical or not, that’s the first thing…if it was 
ugly, and they didn’t like it, they wouldn’t buy it. It wouldn’t sell.  
	
Figure 3.9: Elements of NMBQ’s performance of sustainable fashion design.  
Author’s own image. 
Cornell has owned fashion businesses since the late 1990s, and his business acumen is 
apparent in the clear understanding of his customer as compared with other practitioners who 
describe their customers with less detail and descriptions such as “she’s a lighter shade of green” 
(Kelly Elkin) or “she likes to be a little different with what she wears” (Carlie Ballard). It may be 
that Dale’s business skills are what enable him to earn a living from his label, as compared with 
the majority of my participants who rely on partners and/or second jobs to pay the bills. Part of 
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the financial sustainability of the label is due to the material elements in this performance of 
sustainable fashion design. In addition to owning the factory, equipment and retail space, the 
fabrics are “cabbaged,” which means they are deadstock – the excess fabric available after a 
production run – and sourced on the open market after producers fail to return the excess stock 
to the supplier. As Cornell admits, “it’s effectively stolen goods.” This sourcing method allows 
NMBQ to source fabric for a dollar a meter or less while still being able to claim use of 
“sustainable fabrics” because they are upcycling excess fabric and keeping waste textiles out  
of landfill. 
Another characteristic of NMBQ’s performance of sustainable fashion design is the way it 
approaches popular fashion. While most participants try and appeal to popular or aesthetic-
driven consumers, NMBQ purposely challenges high street fashion aesthetics through its avant-
garde styles. It also attempts to slow the fashion cycle by designing pieces that are not trend-
based and are created for a range of body shapes and sizes, using models that PR agencies refer 
to as “not mainstream enough.” He reflected upon his frustration with the popular, mainstream 
fashion industry: 
We love making the frocks, we really do. We really can’t stand selling them. I don’t 
mind selling them out of my shop, but the whole “wanky” side of fashion has never 
been something we’re at all comfortable with.  
NMBQ’s performance of sustainable fashion design is also unique because it owns the 
factory where the fabric is screen-printed, and Cornell personally hires the machinists to sew the 
garments, forging business relationships with employees. In addition, the shop on a Brunswick 
high street sells the fashion less than a ten-minute walk from the factory. The employees of the 
retail shop are trained machinists so when the shop is slow, they can still be productive. As 
Cornell explained: 
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I don’t lose any days with [my employees]. It’s not her fault if the day’s quiet and 
cold, and people aren’t coming to the boutique. [Since she’s multi-skilled] if she 
makes money through sales, if she makes money by producing product for us that 
leads to a sale – fabulous! 
While many of the elements enacted by NMBQ appear to be profit-driven – cabbaging, use 
of their own factory, multi-tasking employees – the elements of meaning that are connected in 
this performance suggest ethical motivations as well. As Cornell stated quite matter-of-factly 
when asked of his motivations, “Well, I’m a Christian myself. My wife’s a Buddhist,” and 
explained they did not want to profit off of other people’s pain. However, he also acknowledges 
the complexities of balancing morals with running a business when he describes their connection 
with refugees. Sharmaine teaches sewing at a refugee centre on Fridays, in part as an expression 
of their religious beliefs to help people, but also because “we might get machinists that way. So 
it’s, you know, we are doing something altruistically, but also within the confines that it might 
work for us financially.” Through the unique ethical calculus of this label the specific contours of 
the practice of sustainable fashion design are apparent – Cornell’s past experience in fashion has 
provided the business competence to identify the financial benefits of certain material elements, 
but in this specific enactment those material elements are also integrated with meaning elements 
related to his and Sharmaine’s religious values. These slight differences in enactments among 
designers all work together to create the sustainable fashion design entity, but the unique 
contours continue to suggest various entry points for transitioning designers. 
Good Day Girl 
Good Day Girl is a Sydney-based label that launched in 2015 as a slow fashion, made-to-
order label, and provides unique insights into transitioning from a traditional fashion design 
practice to a sustainable fashion design practice. The two co-founders, Sophie Toohey and 
Alexia Gnecchi Ruscone, each worked in the fashion industry and managed their own labels (Mr. 
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Rose and Eclettica, respectively) for many years before forming Good Day Girl together. As 
they say, “the straw broke co-hosting a sample sale. Sitting in an outlet centre amongst a 
graveyard of unloved clothing, heads bowed, we thought enough is enough.” Good Day Girl 
creates just two seasons of clothing per year, made predominantly of luxury and sustainable 
fabrics, and all pieces are made-to-order in an ECA-accredited facility in Sydney, meaning there 
are no excess garments to dispose of at the end of the season. As Shove et al. identify, past 
performances aid in the accumulation of competence for a practice; through a combination  
of old and new ideas, the designers have managed to transition into carriers of sustainable 
fashion design. 
When integrating the elements in the current performance of sustainable fashion design 
(Figure 3.10), Toohey and Gnecchi Ruscone had to destroy other elements from their previous 
enactments of “traditional” fashion design. For instance, instead of creating a set number of 
garments per size each collection as is common practice in traditional design, the designers create 
the exact number of garments in each size as designated by specific orders. The designers also 
have the flexibility of creating garments outside the standard sizing system. This particular 
element in their practice harkens back to earlier modes of fashion production, when garments 
were commonly made to order (English, 2007), but also enables a sustainable practice. As 
Toohey explained: 
To fix the problem that didn’t work – being unable to satisfy customers, yet excess stock 
at the end of the season – we thought, “What if we only made what the customers asked 
us to make, and offer a broader size range? This would solve both problems. No waste 
and satisfied clients.” 
When combined with the use of sustainable materials, the Good Day Girl performance 
demonstrates yet another enactment of sustainable fashion design. 
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Figure 3.10: Elements of Good Day Girl’s performance of sustainable fashion design. 
Author’s own image. 
Good Day Girl also includes an element of network building by cultivating personal 
relationships with their clients. For the most part, clients attend the Good Day Girl trunk shows 
to view the collection and be fitted and styled individually ahead of placing an order. Not only 
does this ensure customers get the right fit, the trunk shows also integrate an element of pleasure 
or fun for both customer and designer. As Toohey says, “We like the high level of service you 
can offer in the trunk show environment - you can focus on the client and she gets time to have 
some fun with the collection and make considered choices.” More considered choices should 
also support a sustainable consumption of fashion because the customer is not buying something 
she will regret when she gets home and send to landfill or a donation centre prematurely. Many 
of the customers were clients of the designers before Good Day Girl launched, and the designers 
have taken advantage of their social networks to aid their transition.  
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Shove et al. argue that in order to transition practices the focus should be on “building 
networks” not “changing behaviour.” While other labels examined here have networks that are 
predominantly business or activist networks, the network being constructed by Good Day Girl 
includes fashion shoppers who have aesthetic preferences that align with the label’s designs, and 
the designers are able to introduce new elements into these shoppers’ fashion shopping practice 
through the use of their business model and the increasing use of sustainable fabrics – subtly 
transitioning them to be “sustainable” fashion shoppers. Good Day Girl enhances these 
networks at their semi-annual fashion shows. Unlike the shows at the mainstream industry 
Fashion Week, the models offer a diversity of age, body shape and ethnicity, and instead of a 
fashionably “cool” presentation, there is a light-hearted and effervescent vibe encouraged by 
Toohey and Gnecchi Ruscone and supported by their clients. Attendees get into the spirit of the 
day by interacting with the models, feeling the fabric as the looks come down the runway, and 
talking with one another about what they’ll be trying on at the trunk shows. The fun and beauty 
of fashion appears to be meant for all at Good Day Girl, and the team reinforce this message at 
fashion shows, fittings, and through their online media presence. Building networks that support 
a sustainable design practice and actively breaking links with unsustainable elements of fashion 
design are both trademarks of the Good Day Girl transition toward sustainable fashion design 
and point toward potential paths of transition for other traditional fashion designers. 
Recruiting practitioners and reproducing sustainable fashion design  
Shove et al. discuss the importance of “circuits of reproduction” in the performance of 
practices toward establishing recognisable practices-as-entities, which are the “forms of feedback 
that connect successive performances” and are also indicative of how practices change and 
adjust over time (2012, p. 97). While many elements integrated by ALAS, NICO, NMBQ and 
Good Day Girl are unique to each label’s performance of the practice there are a number of 
elements that are reproduced in various performances of sustainable fashion design across the 
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labels. For example, ethical motivations integrate with environmental fabrics and production 
(including organic and reclaimed deadstock fabric, and made-to-order lines), a flexible and 
entrepreneurial mindset (demonstrated through establishing unique supply chains and adapting 
when required), and the skills of sustainability expertise paired with some level of business 
management to keep the labels financially viable. It is reasonable to consider these elements as 
recognisable and common to a sustainable fashion design practice-as-entity, as was suggested in 
Figure 3.3. 
Changes in practices are reproduced, depending upon feedback, between one instance of 
enactment and another (Shove et al. 2012). Where feedback suggests poor performance, the 
changed practice may not be reproduced. For instance, feedback of poor financial performance 
in the practice of sustainable fashion design would likely cause the practice not to be reproduced 
by other carriers who favour financially rewarding practices, particularly if these potential carriers 
do not have pro-social motivations. This can be seen on a micro-scale as each sustainable 
fashion label monitors its own financial performance and makes necessary adjustments – 
reproducing positive results, changing negative ones. On a macro-scale, the financial success or 
failure of sustainable fashion designers as a group of carriers provides feedback to other 
designers – carriers of the practice of fashion design – that may influence their decision to 
change their enactments to be more sustainable. For example, if multiple sustainable fashion 
labels go out of business because they cannot turn a reasonable profit, fashion designers who 
may be considering sustainable changes to their practice receive feedback that sustainable fashion 
is not financially viable. The closing of the businesses becomes shared knowledge, which 
discourages transitions of potential carriers in the feedback loop of reproduction.19  
																																																													
19 In fact, many sustainable fashion labels and projects do go out of business, including Australian 
“pioneer” label Sosume. Analysis on how the rates of closure of sustainable fashion labels compares to 
other independent labels is outside the scope of this research, but needless to say sustainable fashion 
design is not a guaranteed business strategy. 
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One element that may influence the financial success of a label is the availability of 
sustainable fashion, which many shoppers suggest is “hard to find.”20 Considering the above case 
studies, ALAS has some mainstream stockists, NICO is sold primarily on its own website and at 
markets, NMBQ is sold through their shop front only and Good Day Girl is available through its 
website and trunk shows only. The limited stock and access not only impacts the financial 
outcomes of these brands, but also provides feedback to customers about what to expect from 
sustainable fashion labels. While there are some benefits to local production and small 
production runs – such as enabling businesses to be nimble as with NICO, “if one supplier is 
not working, it’s easy to be flexible” – carriers of related practices of fashion may not 
immediately see those benefits. When even leading sustainable fashion labels are only available 
on a select number of websites or individual stores, fashion shoppers receive feedback that 
supports the notion of limited access to sustainable fashion; feedback of limited access can be 
intensified if sustainable fashion labels are priced significantly higher than mainstream fashion 
labels.21 Limited access, whether perceived or real, reproduces the practice as one that is 
unavailable and unattractive to shoppers. If only a small number of customers can buy the 
clothing then demand for the product remains limited, which may further discourage mainstream 
fashion designers from adjusting their practices and/or encourage sustainable fashion designers 
to stop production. In other words, the complexity of supply and demand is reflected in the 
circuits of reproduction, which may encourage or discourage new practitioners from  
adopting the practice and impact on the continuation of existing performances of sustainable 
fashion design.  
																																																													
20 Personal comments received during my own workshops and presentations on sustainable fashion 
shopping conducted throughout Sydney. Also reinforced through the work of Elaine Ritch and Monika 
Schroder (2012). 
21 I have not examined pricing to a great extent in this chapter’s analysis. The majority of my participants 
are priced at, or marginally higher than, mid-range Australian fashion labels, which places them 
moderately to significantly higher than fast fashion labels. Additional discussions on price will be raised in 
Chapter Five. 
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Shove at al. build from the work of Pierre Bourdieu and Allan Pred when they explain that, 
“past performances are relevant for the accumulation of know-how and competence” (2012, p. 
157) and that the chances of anyone becoming a carrier of a practice depends upon “the social 
and symbolic significance of participation and…opportunities to accumulate and amass the 
different types of capital required” for participation (2012, p. 165). As was demonstrated by 
Good Day Girl and NMBQ, past experience managing fashion businesses provided an 
accumulation of competence about running a financially stable small business, including how to 
promote and attract customers. These two labels have a thorough understanding of their target 
market and use their skills to market the product effectively. These carriers had to not only value 
the significance of participating in the practice – which evolved from environmental and ethical 
motives – but also have past opportunities that enabled the capital required to participate in this 
practice. Typical of movement participation more broadly, these designers are predominantly 
middle-class, white Australians, who had the opportunity to learn about sustainability issues 
connected to fashion and the opportunity to earn financial capital to support their small 
businesses. When considering how to recruit others to join the practice of sustainable fashion 
design, it is essential to consider where the skills and capital will come from to support this 
transition, particularly for those lacking past performance and/or the accumulation of capital. 
This is not to suggest that sustainable fashion design is only accessible to certain privileged 
communities, given there are a number of successful Indigenous fashion labels that include 
sustainable practices.22 However, it is important to support potential practitioners who may not 
possess the experience or capital required, whether through increased sustainable fashion design 
education or incubator programs that offer training and financial support to sustainable fashion 
start-ups. 
																																																													
22 In Australia see Indigenous labels AARLI, Mimi Designs and Gaawaa Miyay. In North America see  
By Yellowtail. 
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Through an examination of four different carriers of the practice of sustainable fashion I 
have demonstrated the complexity of creating sustainable fashion, including the unique ethical 
calculus each brand conducts when integrating various elements of the practice, and suggested 
how these enactments reproduce the practice of sustainable fashion. Shove et al. explain, “The 
ways in which practices develop over time is clearly significant for how bundles and complexes 
of practice intersect at any one moment” (2012, p. 114). The abovementioned performances 
point toward connections with related practices in the fashion practice complex, and the way 
these performances of sustainable fashion design directly influence how the co-existing practices 
in the complex are able, or not, to transition toward sustainability because of elements shared 
among the various practices in the complex. Understanding which elements are easy to integrate 
into the practice, including the various motivations and histories of each practitioner, offer 
insights for other designers wishing to start, or transition toward, a sustainable fashion  
design practice. 
 
ENTREPRENEURIAL EMOTIONAL LABOUR 
One element I have not yet directly discussed, but was present in nearly all enactments of 
sustainable fashion design among my participants, is management of entrepreneurial emotion. As 
Kelly at ALAS mentioned earlier, she was frustrated at having to “self-teach” sustainability in 
fashion, which points to the emotional labour experienced in her work, starting with her own 
education in fashion design. Participants’ experiences of pro-social motivations, entrepreneurial 
risk and the navigation of ethical complexities contribute to the emotional labour of sustainable 
fashion design. Due to the prevalence of these emotion-based incidents expressed by my 
participants, I suggest that the experience of emotional labour is an element of the practice that 
influences the way these designers work. Emotions that support motivations can be understood 
as meaning elements and the management of emotional labour can be considered a competence 
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element in the practice of sustainable fashion design. In this section I will define entrepreneurial 
emotional labour and provide examples of its presence in my participants’ enactments of 
sustainable fashion design before returning to the implications of this labour on the dynamics of 
social practice, particularly pertaining to the reproduction potential of the practice. 
Defining entrepreneurial emotional labour 
Arlie Hochschild defined the concept emotional labour through an examination of flight 
attendants and bill collectors, “the toe and the heel of capitalism” (Arlie Russell Hochschild, 
2012, p. 25), and argued that they perform emotional labour when they “put on” a certain 
emotion as part of their duties at work. Emotional labour is most notable in the service sector, 
the fastest growing sector in developing nations, and has been defined by Nick Couldry as “the 
other ‘secret’ of neoliberalism”23 (2008, p. 4). Hochschild argued that "feeling rules” – the 
emotions deemed appropriate for a given situation – are determined by the organisation and 
outline what the employees should feel (or the feelings to be performed) while at work. The 
labour is experienced when the employee’s actual emotions do not match those deemed 
appropriate for work (2012). In earlier work Hochschild identified emotion in the workplace 
through an examination of the borders between family and work, suggesting that for many 
people, home has become work, where one feels they have too much to do with too little time, 
and work has come to feel like home, due to the offer of stimulation, guidance and a sense of 
belonging (1997).  
In the sphere of sustainability workers, Christopher Wright, Daniel Nyberg and David Grant 
have identified the emotional labour of sustainability managers working inside corporations as 
they negotiate their identities at work, including the “face-work” involved “as individuals juggled 
the corporate performance with an issue of significant personal concern” (i.e., the environment) 
																																																													
23 The first being the “cruel” imbalance of employee loyalty, flexibility and interference into private life 
while demanding acceptance of the impermanence and fragility of the labour market. 
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(2012, p. 1469). Entrepreneurial research has built upon the concept of emotional labour to 
argue that it is a “natural and necessary extension” of the entrepreneur’s work (Burch, Batchelor, 
& Humphrey, 2013). The expression of emotional labour for entrepreneurs, however, is different 
to what Hochschild and Wright et al. identified. It’s not the emotional dissonance of an 
employee’s “work” feelings misaligning with their “private” feelings, but the emotions 
experienced by the entrepreneur during, or as a result of, their work that are the source of the 
emotional labour, sometimes referred to in the literature as “emotion work” (Jacobsson & 
Lindblom, 2013) or “entrepreneurial emotion” (Cardon et al. 2012).  
Robert Baron has noted that “affect influences several aspects of entrepreneurs’ cognition 
[and] behaviour” (2008, p. 328) and “influence(s) key aspects of the entrepreneurial process” 
(2008, p. 337) including decision-making, creativity and opportunity recognition. Social 
entrepreneurs in particular are motivated by emotion, and Toyah Miller, Matthew Grimes and 
Jeffery McMullen identify the importance of compassion, as evidenced by the apparent pro-
social, rather than pro-self motives (2012), that exist for my participants.24 
I always had a very strong sense of social justice [and] and it was always in my 
personality. I came back from South America [where I saw poverty up close I  
thought], “This is an area I want to get into.”  
                           - Mel Tually, Fashion Revolution Australia and New Zealand head  
I always loved textiles, but then I was travelling to India a lot, and got involved with 
an orphanage over there, and just probably just becoming part of the community and 
seeing the level of poverty, and also the, yeah the level of poverty, and the skill sets of 
these people. I mean these people have extraordinary skills.                            
                  - Caroline Poiner, Cloth & Co designer 
																																																													
24 As mentioned in Chapter Two, most people engaged in the sustainable fashion movement in any 
respect are driven by external motives, whether the environment or social justice, and as such 
entrepreneurial emotion can be considered an element of the practice of sustainable fashion activism, too. 
158 
	
Recent research also points to how the “arduous” nature of social entrepreneurship increases 
emotional labour (E. Miller & Bentley, 2012), frequently attributed to the often-competing logics 
at play between balancing financial viability with the desire to further their cause. Social 
entrepreneurs are also considered to face increased business risk compared to traditional 
entrepreneurs. While there is risk associated with starting any new enterprise, social 
entrepreneurs often must construct “new institutions”, or new economies or markets, to support 
their enterprises, and many feel additional pressure to maintain the business for the sake of the 
cause. Many of my participants have constructed new institutions of sorts through the creation 
of their own supply chains to ensure they are traceable, transparent and environmentally 
sustainable. In comparison, traditional fashion start-ups most commonly use established supply 
chains offering limited transparency, and many new designers never visit a factory at all 
(McRobbie, 1997a).  
For example, the labels Carlie Ballard and Cloth & Co each use workshops and women’s 
cooperatives in India that were established specifically to create sustainable fashion and provide 
permanent and safe employment for garment workers. The workshop used by Carlie Ballard 
includes an onsite crèche, encourages entire garments to be sewn by one person, as opposed to 
traditional fashion factories that have workers sew the same seam over and over, and boasts 
female tailors, previously unheard of in the region. Importantly, the workspace and conditions 
were co-created with the workers themselves.  The team from ALAS also travelled to India to 
create their supply chain, and the team from Jacob & Esau travelled to Bali to do the same. In all 
of these instances, there was additional time, money and commitment involved compared to the 
traditional fashion supply chain, supporting the concept of social entrepreneurship being 
especially “arduous” compared to traditional fashion design practices. 
There is an emotional investment in creating new institutions of supply chains as well, as 
these decisions are made on the ground upon meeting the workers or factory managers. As 
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suggested by the below quote from Kelly Elkin from ALAS – she felt positive about the space 
and felt a personal connection with the managers due to similarities with her own business 
partner, whom she met at university. 
We have a knit factory, based just outside of Tiruppur in this paddock, which is nice, 
instead of in the city, and it’s really small, there’s like 30 people that are employed, so 
it’s just this one level place, it’s nice, it’s got windows, it’s not too crowded.  
It’s run by two people that are actually our age, and they met at Uni as well, so very 
similar to us. And they’re good because they are a lot younger, they understand this 
concept of a “New India”, which is not based on unfair traditions.  
Esther Kirwan from Jacob & Esau also expressed personal connections and a sense of pride 
when discussing the maker of her garments in Indonesia: 
We never considered going to a really big factory in China or anything like that. So 
we went on that first trip to Indonesia and we were like, “We need to find that one 
garment maker who can make our clothes” [laughing] and that’s what we found in 
Kholil. [And] when you think about it, it’s a pretty big skill to be able to make 
clothing and not just sew one line, and pass it to the next person, which is the case in 
factories and production lines. [Making] clothes is a real art, and it’s a skill, and I 
think it’s really awesome that he can do it all himself, and we can give him 
recognition for that, because it’s really impressive and I wouldn’t be able to do it. 
Both of these experiences can be contrasted with the initial “iffy” feeling Lis Harvey of NICO 
experienced when planning her label and receiving very little information from traditional 
lingerie supply chains. To avoid this uncomfortable feeling Harvey decided to produce onshore, 
whereas the designers from ALAS and Jacob & Esau produce offshore but have made the effort 
to meet their makers in person. This relationship and knowledge was cultivated at the labels’ own 
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financial cost, however, and is a barrier that many brands may not choose to, or be able  
to, overcome. 
Money is another stressor for many of these designers. For the vast majority, their 
sustainable fashion business cannot financially sustain their livelihood. The overwhelming 
majority of designers in this cohort either work another job (or two) to support themselves, or 
rely upon a spouse or partner to financially provide for them, like Hannah Parris from the label 
Audrey Blue: 
I have it relatively easy compared to others. Because I have a husband with a proper 
job and a serious income, and you know, we’re fairly well established because I’m 
older than most…we don’t have kids, so, the financial pressure is much easier than 
[for] other people. 
The precarious nature of the work is not unique to sustainable fashion designers, however, and 
has been identified as a growing trend in labour markets, particularly the culture industries (R. 
Gill & Pratt, 2008; Ross, 2009). Angela McRobbie has described the tenuous existence of 
workers throughout the British fashion industry: 
The entire cultural labour market comes to be a fragile web, loosely held together, 
buoyed up by a network of semi-independent producers and contractors all engaged 
in short-term projects and for whom the juggling of two or three jobs at the  
same time makes it difficult for them to plan more than six months in advance (2000, 
p. 257) 
In some of her most recent work McRobbie has further argued that creative work in Britain 
today comes without social safety nets provided to earlier generations, yet is still alluring to many 
young people because of the “tantalizing promise of self-reward” that makes people forget about 
the risks of creative entrepreneurship (2016, p. 15).  
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McRobbie details the “double process of individualization” that has occurred as a result of 
the “forcefulness of neoliberal economics put in place by the Thatcher government from 1979.” 
The individualisation stems from worker separation from social structures and safety nets 
combined with the celebrity-obsessed culture, which extends now to designers, and which has 
led to increased self-monitoring or “reflexivity” (2016, pp. 18-19); not only are designers working 
on their own without social safety nets, they are expected to celebrate their individuality in a 
world that celebrates “personal brands” through the increased use of social media and other 
promotional tools if they are to succeed. The casualisation of work is extremely prevalent in the 
culture industries, which remain extremely competitive, and people often work as their own 
enterprise, managing multiple projects and jobs in order to make a living. This individualisation 
is not always viewed as a bad thing by those working in the field, however, and indeed one of 
McRobbie’s own students sees her entrepreneurial activities “as a form of ‘making do’, a means 
of creating a space within a system that is so all-encompassing that it is difficult to imagine an 
alternative” (2016, pp. 22-23). 
Building from McRobbie’s work, many of my participants can be understood as experiencing 
“triple individualisation” because of the centrality of their motives to help the environment 
and/or garment workers through their individual business efforts (or “quadruple” if they tackle 
both environment and labour, neither of which are inherently supported through traditional 
business structures or standards). Their precarious work situations are further weighed down by 
their sense of “green governmentality,” or the neoliberal tendency to self-manage one’s 
environmental impact, which extends to their management of entrepreneurial sustainable fashion 
labels. However, it may be that the passion behind my participants’ pro-social motives helps 
them overlook the precarious nature of their work, or at least prevents it from being a core focus 
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of their attention. The driving force behind these labels is a pro-social motive, and the precarity 
of their situation appears to be written off as a cost of doing social entrepreneurial work.25 
Additional research suggests that “passion” is a mode of production for the fashion industry, 
and many workers claim to find pleasure in the field even while they are exploited (Arvidsson, 
Malossi, & Naro, 2010; McRobbie, 1998). The majority of my participants claim to “love” 
fashion and are “passionate” about the environment and/or social justice, supporting the notion 
that passion is also a mode of sustainable fashion production. McRobbie makes a connection to 
gender and what she calls “passionate work,” suggesting it aligns with the feminised fashion 
industry more closely than any other professional field (2016, pp. 107-108). Furthermore she 
argues passionate work is: 
a distinctive mode of gender re-traditionalization (as defined by Adkins) whereby the 
conservatism of post-feminism re-instates young women’s aspirations for success 
within designated zones of activity such as creative labour markets, which then 
becomes spaces for the deployment of highly normative femininity such as “girlish 
enthusiasm”, which can be construed as a willingness to work all hours for very little 
pay in the hope of gaining a foothold in the field of work (2016, p. 110). 
McRobbie argues for more feminist critiques of the gendered practice of passionate work, 
including placing special attention on working mothers and the disadvantages of having a 
precarious, passionate career (which likely does not include safety nets of maternity leave, for 
instance26). Amongst my participants – of which women make up a majority– the girlish 
																																																													
25 Precarity was not a core focus of this research and additional work could be completed to examine this 
aspect of their practice in greater detail, including their understanding and/or hopes for how the 
government or other social safety nets may assist their businesses and livelihoods. 
26 At the time of interviews three women were mothers and a fourth has become a mother over the 
course of the research. In each case the women’s partners took the bulk of the financial responsibility. 
Their experiences can be seen to align in some regards with research into “Mumpreneurs” who start 
businesses because of the uncertainty of returning to previous careers, often in creative spaces for 
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enthusiasm for their creative work appears tempered by their desire to influence political change 
through their labels. Just as the group was not vocal about wishing to change the precarious state 
of their work, they also did not appear to consider the gendered nature of their passionate work 
– the passion for their work is both a creative and a social one, with the social outcomes driving 
their work far more than the creativity. This does not mean my participants are not at risk of the 
pitfalls of precarious passionate work, but that they appear not to be thinking about it while they 
focus on their desired pro-social goals.    
The lack of financial security amidst the various passions of my participants’ work is 
expressed in the tension between wanting to support fellow sustainable fashion designers whilst 
maintaining a competitive advantage. For many there is a sense that they should be compensated 
for the work and research they have done, that they should not “give it all away for free.” Some 
designers earn a side income stream by charging for sustainable fashion consulting, however 
there is an element of guilt associated with this work. The fact that the group is primarily driven 
by pro-social motives complicates the desire to be paid for their knowledge, as expressed by 
Kelli Donovan from Pure Pod:  
We’ve got more of a resource for how we buy, and where we buy, [and the] 
certifications and stuff, [but] I have a lot of students come, and other designers 
come, and ask me where we get our [materials], but I don’t always tell them 
everything, [because] I’ve spent years putting this together…I give a certain amount 
of knowledge, but there are certain things that I hold back (chuckles)… There’s that 
happy medium. I don’t want to turn people away, I want them to [produce 
sustainably], as well.  
																																																																																																																																																																																													
uncertain wages (Duberley & Carrigan, 2013), though my participants had chosen this career before 
children, or years after having children – their entrepreneurship was not a result of becoming a parent. 
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A significant contributing factor to the emotional labour of my participants is the 
management of the complex ethics, and changing ethical and environmental dynamics of 
sustainable fashion. Sustainable fashion has a multifaceted set of interpretations and undergoes 
constant negotiation, similar to most definitions of sustainability, as was demonstrated in the 
performances of ALAS, NICO, NMBQ and Good Day Girl. For instance, does one use local 
labour that adheres to Australian laws and save the carbon footprint of shipping? Or does that 
take jobs away from those in developing nations, many of whom rely on the textile and fashion 
trade for development? If your customer cannot afford to buy your garment if it is Fairtrade and 
organic, which do you choose? Do you source organic cotton that uses a large amount of water, 
or bamboo, which grows quicker with much less water and less impact on the soil, but is 
processed using chemicals? What about hemp? An ecologically superior plant, but one that limits 
the drape-ability and aesthetic possibilities of a garment. Or do you use deadstock – the excess 
fabric available after a production run – and can you source it via cabbaging? And how do you 
find the right balance between supporting international artisan crafts without performing cultural 
appropriation and exploitation? How about the balance between promoting fashion and 
promoting a healthy body image for women? 
The designers I interviewed were well versed in the complex ethics of creating sustainable 
fashion, and each has completed an “ethical calculus” (Hoskins, 2014) to determine their 
definition of sustainable fashion. The outcomes of this ethical calculus mean that some brands, 
like Audrey Blue, are produced using only certified Fairtrade and organic cotton produced in 
India, while others, like NICO, import sustainable materials and hire local Australian 
manufacturers. The labels Jacob & Esau and Surrender Apparel each have small production runs 
and cannot afford Australian production, so have hired husband and wife teams in Bali at a fair 
wage. NMBQ uses cabbaged (black market) fabrics, but produces in Australia and is accredited 
by ECA, and menswear line We Are Harper sources Fair Wear certified organic cotton and 
bamboo tee shirts from Turkey. Luxury footwear label FEIT uses slow, quality construction at 
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their master shoemaker’s factory in China where shoes are made of vegetable tanned leather, 
natural wood, and rubber support and soles. Good Day Girl also embraces slow production, 
creating only the number of garments they have pre-sold at ECA-accredited factories out of 
sustainable or luxury fabrics. 
Finally, there is the case of Australian-made Pure Pod. Its production run is too small to 
support local suppliers full-time, many of whom choose to work out of their homes, including 
Donovan herself, who creates bespoke pieces for a number of personal clients in addition to her 
label. She explains: 
So with all of our makers we end up having a very personal relationship as well. It’s 
not just that we’re sending it off to a factory, we end up caring about them, so, we 
have a very close relationship, so you’ll always want to make sure they’re being 
looked after. [For example, with my tailor], I give him chicken manure, and he gives 
us vegetables, and we give him eggs from our chickens. 
Donovan works on the borderline of Australian industry regulations and therefore does not 
qualify for ECA certification, though she uses all sustainable materials, pays above award-rates to 
her suppliers, and has long-term, personal relationships with them.27 Each of these examples 
demonstrates a unique ethical calculus, but also points toward the limitations of asking 
consumers to change their behaviour, when there is no agreed upon behaviour to adhere to.  
The variety of ethical choices is reflected in the growing number of sustainable fashion 
advocacy groups present in the market. The sustainable fashion designers face the emotional toll 
of engaging – or hoping not to engage – with NGOs and other groups. For some it is the stress 
of avoiding negative attention from NGOs in the press, while for others, it is disappointment at 
																																																													
27 Since our interview was conducted Pure Pod has produced a range of clothing offshore in India, using 
the same GOTS supply chain as Audrey Blue and others, partially as a result of the decline in skilled 
garment workers in Australia. 
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not qualifying for any given accreditation. No one was willing to go on the record to discuss their 
label’s specific interactions with NGOs – likely in an attempt to avoid negative fallout should 
their comments become public knowledge – and most of the NGOs were hesitant to go on the 
record criticising smaller labels because of the desire to promote the good sustainability news 
and steer clear of negative messaging. However, off the record there is much chatter about what 
NGOs are working on what campaigns, and also what sustainable fashion labels may be on the 
verge of greenwashing, or perhaps getting complacent in their practices.  
Some designers also connect with customers on a personal and emotional level when making 
clothes to order, including Good Day Girl, Corr Blimey and Pure Pod.  Kelli Donovan of Pure 
Pod told me about the process: 
K: I’ll get women into the studio and some of them I’ll have them in tears. 
L: Really? 
K: Yeah, because they’ll go to those fast fashion stores, they don’t get service, 
and the fit, the clothes don’t fit properly. And they get self-conscious and then 
they won’t buy anything. Then they’ll come to me and I’ll either make them 
something or I’ll give them a whole new wardrobe. Make them try on things 
they’d never try on, and they walk out and they’re [happy and feel good about 
themselves] If I can make a woman feel good about what they’re wearing, they’ll 
feel good in their health and wellbeing as well. 
And serendipitously, when she was explaining this to me, a client walked into the café where  
we were meeting. Donovan appeared equal parts chuffed and sheepish as she introduced us,  
but there was also no denying the look of joy on her face. This is more than just a job for 
financial gains. 
Managing emotional labour in the transition to sustainable fashion 
Returning to the social practice of fashion, an examination of the emotional labour expended 
by sustainable fashion entrepreneurs highlights some of the interactions between the elements, 
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and may provide insights toward the unmaking of the unsustainability of fashion. My 
participants did not actively reflect on the arduous nature of managing their emotional labour, 
which suggests it is an underappreciated element to the practice, but this element has 
undoubtedly shaped the current practice-as-entity and has implications for reproducing the 
practice and transitioning other designers to sustainable fashion. The compassion of the 
designers compels them to create sustainable supply chains for the benefit of the planet and 
garment workers, frequently taking on financial and emotional burdens to do so. While the 
designers come to terms with not (yet?) making a living from their passion project fashion labels, 
they also manage their own ethical calculus, before determining how to communicate with 
customers, hope the customer’s ethical calculus matches that employed by the label, all the while 
providing aesthetically pleasing fashion design. There is also the underlying pressure to not be 
accused of greenwashing, which is vital for maintaining trust with their customer, adhering to 
their own ethical standards, and keeping sustainable fashion NGOs and activists onside. Indeed, 
it appears that sustainable fashion designers experience emotional labour at nearly every step in 
their work, including many more not mentioned, such as fashion media relationships, access to 
retail distribution, and navigating international trade regulations.  
The element of emotional labour management in the practice of sustainable fashion design is 
particularly important to examine when considering how to transition the greater fashion 
practice complex away from unsustainability. As noted earlier in this chapter, Shove et al. suggest 
the importance of bringing actors together from various communities of practice to work on a 
strategy “to reconfigure the character and the distribution of the elements of which more 
sustainable practices could be made, and [seek] to break the tie that hold other less sustainable 
arrangements in place” (2012, p. 161). After uncovering the role and prevalence of emotional 
labour in the practice of sustainable fashion design, the question remains if that element is 
necessary to create more sustainable practices. After all, Shove et al. further explain, “if practices 
are to survive they need to capture and retain practitioners willing and able to [integrate the 
168 
	
elements] and therefore willing and able to keep them alive” (2012, p. 120). At this time most of 
my participants remain willing and able to manage their emotional labour – a competence 
element integrated in their enactments of the practice. However, it is a substantial burden to ask 
of individuals, particularly when financial rewards are uncertain and change in other fashion 
practices (e.g. traditional fashion design and production) is slow.  
This troublesome element begs the question: is the management of emotional labour 
essential to the unmaking of unsustainability of fashion, or is this merely a trend in the first 
enactments of sustainable fashion design? Was management of emotional labour only needed to 
start the transition, but an element that can be discarded once the community of practitioners has 
grown and the practice has become more established? Or can its strength diminish over time so 
that it does not feel like such a large burden? This last option seems most likely, as the emotional 
labour associated with the fashion industry is unlikely to fade, but if more transparent supply 
chains are constructed and more established labels (with financial support) embrace 
sustainability, the especially arduous nature of sustainable fashion design should diminish. 
Whether it remains an essential element or not, what is certain is that in order to transition the 
practice toward sustainability more of the actors in the communities of practice of the fashion 
practice complex need to come together to determine what elements support a sustainable 
transition, and what elements hinder it. If the sustainable fashion entrepreneurs continue to 
manage their emotional labour in such a way that potential practitioners do not feel it is too large 
a barrier, then perhaps the presence of this element will not hold up the transitions. However, 
after all the efforts of the entrepreneurs, is it too heavy a burden to ask them to continue 
managing this labour while the rest of the complex catches up?  
Kelli Donovan at Pure Pod summed up the strategic difficulty of sustainable fashion design 
work. While not specifically using the term “emotional labour” she nevertheless describes the 
complex and emotionally exhausting nature of the practice: 
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Our business, it’s a tough business. For one you’re manufacturing in Australia. Two, 
you’re a small business, and three, you’re fighting. It’s like David and Goliath. 
You’re fighting this massive machine of the fashion industry, and you’re like this 
little tiny…you know, you’re trying to push to make change. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 “Unmaking the unsustainability” of fashion requires not only an examination of successful 
enactments of sustainable fashion design, but also an interrogation of how the common 
elements and carriers of this practice interact with those of other practices in the fashion practice 
complex. Elements shared amongst the interconnected practices indicate potential starting points 
for sustainable transitions. In this chapter I examined a number of performances of sustainable 
fashion design to determine the common elements of the practice – such as ethical and moral 
motivations, sustainable supply chain creation, and sustainability and design skills – as well as 
suggested important shared elements between the practice of sustainable fashion design and 
other practices in the complex.  The significance of aesthetics was once again made apparent 
through the importance of branding and style. Aesthetics indicate a site of potential change 
because it is present across multiple practices like design (sustainable and traditional), shopping 
and media; as aesthetic stigmas of sustainable fashion diminish, the potential for sustainable 
transitions throughout the complex increases.  
Emotional labour represents another significant aspect for understanding the practice of 
sustainable fashion design. The motivations to start a sustainable fashion label are based on 
creating social or environmental value, which produce the emotional labour expended in creating 
personal supply chains and, for some, custom-made clothing. When looking toward sustainable 
transitions for the fashion practice complex, this emotional labour must be taken into account. 
While non-sustainable entrepreneurs would experience some of this labour – pertaining to the 
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arduous nature of setting up any new business, including financial sustainability and the precarity 
of the fashion industry – there appears to be a greater amount of emotional labour experienced 
by sustainable fashion designers as a result of the demand for a manufacturing system not 
currently set up for sustainably produced clothing. While emotional labour is experienced by 
different carriers to a different extent, and the way it will impact on larger fashion companies is 
not yet clear, this aspect of sustainable fashion design is nevertheless significant in understanding 
how the practice differs from traditional fashion design and how performances of sustainable 
fashion design influence transitions in the fashion practice complex. 
At the risk of falling prey to bestowing heroic characterisations (Light, 2006) on the 
participants in this study, it remains to be said that the early sustainable fashion entrepreneurs 
overcame significant hurdles to create the practice of sustainable fashion design. Fuelled by pro-
social motivations to make the world a better place through producing fashion in a different way, 
they successfully manoeuvred opaque supply chains, stereotypes of ugly or boring sustainable 
fashion, and in some instances, cultural and language barriers with suppliers when creating new 
forms of fashion production (which were often “old,” traditional ways of doing fashion, as with 
Carlie Ballard, Cloth & Co. and Good Day Girl). If my participants had not felt so compelled to 
change the system, then the project of sustainable fashion would look very different than it does 
today. The introduction of sustainable fashion design thus represents a “disruptive” moment in 
the practice of fashion, enabled by the addition of new elements, and changing connections 
between other elements, made possible by sustainable fashion entrepreneurs as carriers. ALAS’ 
personal relationship with the weavers and sewers of its garments, Audrey Blue’s use of only 
organic and Fairtrade cotton, and NMBQ’s cabbaged materials, all illustrate changed elements 
and configurations made possible by the disruptive moment of sustainable fashion designers and 
their personal and political motivations.  
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Heroics notwithstanding, the labels are not performing perfectly when considered from 
either a financial or a sustainability perspective. The majority of labels are not financially 
sustainable – sometimes as a result of the conscious decision to create small production runs, as 
in the case of Surrender Apparel, and sometimes as a result of limited business experience or 
concerns over costs, as in the case of Carlie Ballard’s eponymous label. Ballard admits to “not 
paying myself” for her design or business management time when setting her costs.  On the one 
hand, she is concerned with not charging too much for her clothing – which is priced moderately 
alongside popular labels like Cue, Country Road and Veronika Maine – although she also 
recognises she could probably charge more for her popular Traveller pants because they always 
sell out. These areas of poor performance represent aspects of the practice that must be 
improved in order to avoid the negative feedback that may discourage other fashion designers 
from embracing a sustainable fashion design practice. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
Hope with limitations: Understanding mainstream fashion 
practices and aiding sustainable transitions 
 
 
We don’t need fashion to survive, we just desire it so much. – Marc Jacobs 
 
INTRODUCTION 
2015 marked a turning point in Australian sustainable fashion following the announcement 
that Australia’s oldest department store, David Jones, would transition to 100 per cent ethical 
sourcing (Han, 2015a) and the launch of KITX (Frank, 2015), Australia’s first designer 
sustainable fashion label. These announcements coincided with the release of The true cost (A. 
Morgan, 2015), a documentary that highlights the environmental and social impacts of the 
fashion industry, with particular emphasis on the 2013 Rana Plaza factory collapse. Throughout 
2015 there were multiple screenings of the documentary paired with panel discussions including 
one with the ethical sourcing manager at David Jones, Jaana Quaintance-James, and the designer 
and founder of KITX, Kit Willow. The momentum towards sustainable fashion continued into 
2016 as sustainability seemed to infiltrate Australian fashion institutions. The Clean Cut Future 
Talk1 at Mercedes Benz Fashion Week (MBFW) in Sydney featured Kelli Hush, editor of Harper’s 
BAZAAR Australia, as MC alongside household brand Country Road and contemporary 
designer label TOME, and more industry insiders were in attendance compared to previous 
Clean Cut events at MBFW. In addition, the August 2016 issue of Australian Vogue contained six 
feature articles about sustainable fashion including one on KITX, “creating collections that we 
want” (p. 42), TOME’s commitment to ethical and sustainable practices, and the Copenhagen 
Fashion Summit including HRH Crown Princess Mary of Denmark’s role in generating 
																																																													
1 I was no longer a Director of Clean Cut by the time this event took place, and participated as an 
attendee only. 
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sustainability awareness. Whether the latest trend or a more permanent feature, sustainable 
fashion made its entrance into the Australian fashion scene. 
Did 2015 mark the beginning of a fashion revolution in Australia, or merely a greener 
version of “business as usual” (BAU)? What exactly does it looks like when an industry 
structured around the “eternal recurrence of the new” (Lehmann, 2002, p. 200) collides with 
environmental limits and human rights disasters in its quest for originality? How are sustainable 
elements introduced into mainstream fashion practices? What can mainstream fashion learn 
from sustainable fashion entrepreneurs, and vice versa? These are some of the questions that 
drive this chapter’s analysis of the mainstream Australian fashion industry and its engagement 
with sustainability.  
While there is hope for a sustainable future to be found within the mainstream fashion 
industry, it does not come without limitations. In this chapter I argue that, despite the 
momentum that appeared in 2015-2016, the transition toward sustainable enactments of fashion 
is slow, often occurs behind the scenes, and lacks the focus and innovation of the entrepreneurs 
examined in Chapter Three. I suggest that the vague and intermittent changes are the result of 
competing motivations within mainstream fashion and highlight the challenge of introducing 
sustainable values to an already problematic and complex practice. I examine specific 
performances to identify how sustainability elements are integrated into mainstream practices 
and consider case studies of companies already in transition to offer insights toward more radical 
changes to mainstream fashion practices. Although the mainstream fashion sector is difficult to 
research – participants were difficult to access and offered limited detail in interviews – it offers 
enormous potential for sustainable change because of its wide reach and its substantial role in 
the fashion practice complex, making it essential for inclusion in this study of sustainable fashion 
in Australia.  
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PRACTICING AUSTRALIAN FASHION 
A handful of mainstream Australian fashion brands are now making moves towards greater 
transparency, ethical labour conditions, and less wasteful and polluting production practices. In 
addition to David Jones’ ethical sourcing commitment and the launch of KITX, Ethical Clothing 
Australia (ECA) has accredited nearly 100 Australian-based labels for adhering to fair labour 
standards on their Australian production.2 Country Road Group (CRG) – owned by the same 
parent company as David Jones, South Africa-based Woolworths Holding Limited (Woolworths 
SA), and which manages midrange labels Country Road, Trenery, Witchery, Politix and Mimco – 
has incorporated a number of sustainable materials into their production and are a member of 
the Better Cotton Initiative (BCI), an international non-profit group working with farmers, 
producers and retailers to develop low chemical (though not organic) alternatives to traditional 
cotton.3 In late 2016 Jeanswest took a large step toward transparency by publishing 80 per cent 
of its supplier lists across Australia, China, India and Vietnam (Power, 2016). As I’ll demonstrate, 
the decision to make these sustainability changes occurred amidst financial instability as the 
Australian fashion market began to experience increased global competition, including an 
onslaught of fast fashion retailers.  
Empirical data referenced in this chapter was collected through in-depth interviews with 
representatives from eight mainstream fashion brands in the Australian market that are engaged 
in sustainability initiatives, as well as participant observation from industry events.4 Like Tansy 
Hoskins, my definition of “mainstream” fashion acknowledges the “shrinking distinction 
between high fashion and high street fashion” (2014, p. 3), and organisations are defined as 
																																																													
2 The full list of accredited brands can be found on the website, http://ethicalclothingaustralia.org.au/ 
3 BCI is an alternative to Organic/Fairtrade certification and is being developed with the World Wildlife 
Fund in partnership with a number of global retailers. BCI lacks the transparency of GOTS and Fairtrade, 
and it is unclear at this time the exact decrease in pesticides, other chemicals, and water for BCI cotton. 
4 See Appendix 4 for details on mainstream fashion participants and events.		
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mainstream in this thesis based on their widely accessible distribution channels and brand 
familiarity. They are also considered mainstream because they are not sustainable fashion 
entrepreneurs, they do not actively claim membership in the sustainable fashion movement, and 
they did not begin as sustainable fashion companies;5 rather, they are mainstream fashion 
companies transitioning toward sustainability.  
The organisations examined in this chapter are primarily the carriers of two mainstream 
fashion practices – design and retail (Figure 4.1).  There is a strong focus on women’s fashion in 
the cohort but David Jones sells a variety of goods for all genders and age ranges, and CRG 
create some menswear. The participating organisations vary in size from less than A$4 million 
annual revenue (Dharma Bums) to more than A$2.2 billion (David Jones), and represent a 
variety of business structures – some own their own retail stores (CRG, Designer Brand, 
Midrange Brand, KITX), most also sell through department stores and other retailers, and some 
own a variety of brands under one parent company (CRG, Midrange Brand).6  
   
Figure 4.1:  Practices performed by Chapter Four participants.  
Author’s own image. 
																																																													
5 The exceptions include Dharma Bums and KITX, which I later define as hybrid brands. 
6 Designer Brand and Midrange Brand wish to remain anonymous in this thesis.	
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A number of the participating organisations can be considered as carriers of both fashion 
design and retail, integrating the various elements that constitute each practice in one business 
model. Figure 4.2 provides an indication of the crossover of these practices and their core 
elements – those that are shared, and those that are not. This mapping can be considered to 
apply to CRG, KITX, Designer Brand and Midrange Brand because each of these businesses 
include practices of both design and retail. I am taking some liberties in this discussion of the 
practices and carriers because it is typically not an “institution” that enacts a practice but 
individual carriers within the organisations who enact the separate practices of design and retail 
(and a myriad of other practices that constitute fashion). However, to simplify this discussion 
while keeping the complexity of fashion at the forefront, it is useful to position the organisations 
as the practitioners of these fashion practices. 
 
Figure 4.2: Integration of Fashion Design and Fashion Retailing among participant organisations. 
Author’s own image. 
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CONSIDERING SUSTAINABLE TRANSITIONS  
One starting point for considering how mainstream fashion practices may transition toward 
sustainability is through a comparison of mainstream practices to those of the sustainable 
fashion entrepreneurs.  While a number of elements in the performance of fashion design are 
similar – including design skills, business skills, sustainability knowledge and the importance of 
branding, to name a few – there are a number of differences in the elements and how they are 
integrated when comparing these two sets of practices. These differences can be characterised as 
differences in mastery of competence elements – for example, sustainability knowledge is 
typically greater in the entrepreneur practice and business skills are more evident within the 
mainstream industry – and differences in the expressions of meaning elements – for instance, 
sustainability values are more likely to influence brand meaning in sustainable fashion 
entrepreneurships than they are for mainstream practices. The most pronounced differences 
between the two practices pertain to motivation and the introduction of sustainability elements 
into the already problematic business structures of mainstream fashion. This comparison is not 
meant to suggest that the solution to a broad transition to sustainable fashion practices will be 
accomplished by turning mainstream fashion practices into sustainable fashion entrepreneur 
practices, since entrepreneurial practices have their own shortcomings in terms of the toll of 
emotional labour and limits of product volume, accessibility and affordability. Rather, a 
comparison is used to identify the differences in elements and specific integrations to understand 
how the differences may help or hinder sustainable transitions in the mainstream industry. 
Competing motivations 
While the motivations for the practice of sustainable fashion design were typically linked to 
the carriers’ personal passions for environment and social justice, by contrast, among the 
mainstream fashion carriers, motivations for sustainability can often be interpreted as something 
the brands think they “should” do, resulting in sustainability initiatives that appear as “add-ons” 
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rather than central to the brands’ DNA. Competing motivations between financial performance 
and feeling pressured by customers and/or activists to address environment and labour issues 
appear to drive most sustainability initiatives in participating companies. 
Fashion brands notoriously hover on the edge of bankruptcy and manage tight profit 
margins (Bloomberg, 2017; McRobbie, 2016) and “sustainability” typically translates to “financial 
sustainability” among mainstream fashion companies. For example, CRG is distributed through 
David Jones and also manages over 500 of its own stores across Australia. Operating a business 
of this size inevitably leads to a greater focus on financial sustainability than most entrepreneurs 
in this study who did not operate physical stores and had few – if any – employees. The financial 
significance was reflected in the way mainstream companies responded to questions about the 
future. While common aspirations about future goals from the sustainable fashion entrepreneurs 
were socially minded – for instance, calls for increased transparency across the industry, 
government regulation to keep out toxic fabrics and non-Fairtrade garments, or goals to 
introduce more sustainability initiatives into their own businesses – responses from the 
mainstream participants were specific to the business, most commonly that the business will be 
sustained into the future.  
I think from a commercial point of view [we] want to keep as many people in the 
industry producing as we can.                 - Chief Operating Officer, Midrange Brand 
We’ve been around for 50 years, our aim is to be around for another 50 years. It’s 
not to be the coolest, or the newest, [it’s] about being an evolutionary not a 
revolutionary brand. We want to continue to grow, to expand product areas, to be 
relevant. And to be honest, those things will keep us pretty busy.     
                                                                                – Managing Director, Designer Brand 
The point I wish to make is not that the brands “don’t care” about sustainability – most brands 
mention a desire to continue a path towards it – but that the emphasis was placed on keeping 
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their business open first and foremost, and environment and labour motivations came later. In 
other words, these participants had business-centric (or pro-self) goals instead of the pro-social 
goals seen with the entrepreneurs. 
In contrast to the emotional motivations (and subsequent emotional labour) expressed by 
entrepreneurs, mainstream participants can best be described as enacting the role of the “cool 
professional”, whereby expressing emotion is considered the antithesis of the “norm of 
rationality” privileged in many corporations (Putnam & Mumby, 1993; Watson, 1994). Business 
scholars Christopher Wright and Daniel Nyberg identified an element of emotional labour 
present among sustainability managers in large firms, which they term “emotionology work,” 
marked by the effort to: 
Harness employee and customer emotions around climate change in ways that contribute 
to profitability and value creation; [manage] their own emotions, calculating, 
championing, constraining, and compartmentalising them in a variety of contexts; [and] 
balance their own interests, concerns, wishes, and goals with those of the organisations 
that employ them (2015, p. 144). 
With the exception of Lucy King at CRG and Jaana Quaintance-James at David Jones – who 
both fit in the category of “sustainability manager” and expressed frustration and exhaustion at 
the amount of work to be done to achieve the companies’ ambitious sustainability targets – my 
participants did not express this level of emotional labour. Rather, most participants are 
managing directors, designers, or marketing or operations professionals; sustainability is part of 
their role, but not the focus, and there was a distinct lack of emotion when discussing 
sustainability values. Instead motivations for sustainability were frequently discussed in terms of 
maintaining business as usual (BAU), the pressure to “do the right thing,” aligning with company 
founder values, or managing risk.  
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For example, the decision by Midrange Brand to maintain Australian production when so 
many of its competitors were moving offshore was driven by the desire to have an agile business, 
tailor its product mix to individual stores and maintain a high level of design creativity: “Making 
here allows us to do that [and] allows us to experiment with fashion and design.” The owner of 
this particular business also has a desire to “do the right thing,” so ECA-accredited factories are 
used for the roughly 90 per cent of goods produced onshore, but the desire to “do the right 
thing” is not the driving force it is for entrepreneurs and did not appear to be a factor for the 
interviewees (the Chief Operating Officer (COO) and Retail Manager). Instead, their focus was 
on sales and the promotional benefits of being able to create limited edition collections, re-make 
popular pieces quickly, and create garments specific for the various climate and style trends 
across Australia.  
In another example, David Jones’ and CRG’s motivations for ethical practices are largely 
driven by risk management because, according to Jaana Quaintaince-James of David Jones, 
Woolworths SA “manage ethical sourcing as an established business risk…in terms of the risk to 
its reputation.” This statement translates to the company not wanting to be at the centre of any 
negative advocacy or press campaigns addressing sweatshops or environmental degradation, nor 
does it want to be connected with any disasters (like Rana Plaza) that could tarnish its brand 
reputation and, ultimately, its sales and profits. The concern of financial and reputational risk 
contrasts with concern for environmental degradation or labour rights abuses that mark the 
entrepreneurs’ experiences. Each of these examples from Midrange Brand and Woolworths SA 
highlight the pro-self motivations of mainstream fashion brands compared to the entrepreneurs’ 
pro-social motivations.   
It is not my intention to privilege the emotional motives of entrepreneurs over the more 
“rational” concerns of financial stability expressed by mainstream fashion brands, marking the 
entrepreneurs’ experience as more pure or desirable, or to establish a binary categorisation of 
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“emotional entrepreneurs” versus “rational corporations.” Indeed, the desire to stay in business 
is not insignificant. As discussed earlier, the majority of sustainable fashion labels are not 
financially secure, yet it is essential for labels to stay in business in order to ensure a sustainable 
fashion industry. In addition, mainstream participants do express some emotional motives, 
including the desire to “do the right thing,” and may in fact be hiding other emotional 
experiences behind their cool professional exteriors. However, the motivational differences mark 
a point of departure between entrepreneurs and mainstream carriers, which raises the question: 
must sustainability values be entrenched in an organisation for it to perform a sustainable 
enactment of fashion? Without a personal emotional investment in the values, can mainstream 
businesses ever prioritise sustainability, especially when it may impact profit margin? Are pro-
social motives necessary to create radical sustainable change to a practice, or can a balance be 
struck between pro-self and pro-social motives to enable a fashion practice that is sustainable 
from an environmental, social and financial perspective? Though I will not be able to answer 
these questions unequivocally, they offer further provocations as I continue my analysis of 
mainstream fashion engagement with sustainability and the transition of the fashion practice 
complex toward more sustainable enactments. 
Complicating an already problematic practice 
Perhaps the greatest difference between sustainable fashion design as carried by 
entrepreneurs and mainstream fashion practices is that in the latter, the goal is to insert 
sustainability values into an already existing and complex practice. The material element of the 
business structure, while not the same for each mainstream practitioner, tends to have less 
flexibility in comparison to agile entrepreneurial practices. The mainstream practices considered 
in this chapter have typically been in operation for decades before attempting to – or feeling 
pressured to – integrate sustainability elements. Most of the businesses are quite layered in terms 
of number and organisational structure of employees, and they typically report to a board of 
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directors who represent shareholders, or to external investors who possess expectations of 
certain profits. In comparison, the entrepreneurs are relatively young companies with shallow or 
flat business structures, often with just one or two employees and no external reporting required. 
In addition, the trend toward fast fashion has dramatically changed the fashion landscape and 
mainstream Australian brands have had to adapt their practices in order to remain competitive. 
A recent report commissioned by the Australian Fashion Chamber warned of the “perfect 
storm” facing the Australian fashion market as it braces against increased fast fashion retailer 
expansion and steadily rising online global fashion sales (Carruthers, 2015). As discussed by 
Catherine Taouk, former Supre International Brand Manager: 
One of the key, identifiable pressures making waves in this sector are [sic] 
international brands like Zara and Top Shop, run like well-oiled machines and 
benefitting from having world class supply chains and inventory systems. Their 
product is undeniably “cool,” innovative and cutting edge, fast-to-market and 
exciting for Australian shoppers (2013). 
Not mentioned explicitly in the above quote is the enormous price pressure that international 
fast fashion brands place on mainstream Australian fashion brands, which must compete with 
the international behemoths in both style and price.  
It is not only fast fashion competition that is shaking up the Australian marketplace. Luxury 
brands have also entered the market with more expansion on the way – Miu Miu, Carolina 
Herrera, Missoni and Dolce & Gabbana all sought Australian retail space in 2016 (Schlesinger, 
2016). As a result of increased international competition, including online sales, a number of 
established Australian labels have closed in recent years. Iconic Australian brands Lisa Ho, 
Kirrily Johnston, Willow and Seduce all closed between 2013 and 2016, while others have just 
managed to survive voluntary administration, including Quicksilver, sass & bide, Bettina Liano 
and Ksubi (Nine News, 2013), and the industry is preparing for more international competition. 
183 
	
The Managing Director (MD) of Designer Brand explained that more midrange international 
brands will arrive soon but she also felt that, “the really good Australian brands will thrive in that 
environment” because of the positive influence competition can have on creativity. Kit Willow 
holds a similar sentiment on the future of the industry: “Designers in Australia who are actually 
coming from their own place, intelligently, will be successful” regardless of international 
competition. However, given the dramatic impact international and online retail has had on the 
Australian fashion industry in recent years, one has to wonder how much of this confidence is 
hubris disguising fears of failure and how much of it is experience and/or optimism. 
The Australian fashion industry faces additional barriers to sustainable transitions because of 
its size. Globally, Australian fashion brands are small players with limited buying power and little 
sway over manufacturing agreements: 
Compared to the H&Ms and Walmarts and Marks and Spencers, [Australian 
brands] can’t match that kind of production. So when they’re overseas and they’re 
sourcing, they’re never going to make up the majority, they are always going to be a 
small player in the global game.                   - Jasmin Mawson, Baptist World Aid researcher 
These things are difficult because we’re not a big company, so we don’t have, 
particularly from a fabric point of view, [a] huge amount of control in our  
supply chain.                                     - MD, Designer Brand 
Unless Australian brands are willing to pay the price premium that often accompanies having 
stricter control over standards within the supply chain – whether ensuring fair and ethical 
treatment of garment workers, having fully traceable fabric supply chains or demanding 
sustainable fabrics – they are limited in their options to make sweeping sustainability changes to 
their supply chain. In an already tight marketplace, with prices being driven down by 
international and fast fashion heavyweights, the prospect of raising prices to fund sustainable 
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changes to supply chain management through alternative models threatens sales and the viability 
of the business. 
The introduction of sustainability elements into mainstream practices are often viewed in 
terms of maintaining BAU, at least in terms of maintaining a particular financial position. Not 
strictly “corporate greed” dictating price and profits, some companies feel pressure to maintain 
their financial position to support the large number of employees and suppliers engaged in their 
practice. The COO of Midrange Brand was candid about not wanting to raise the price of goods 
by using sustainable fabrics like organic cotton because of his concern customers would not pay 
the premium and the business would suffer. He explained that if the business became unviable: 
The 450 workers we’ve got in Sydney alone that manufacture our garments locally, 
that will stop. Industry will get smaller again. So, we’ve got these competing issues 
that we’re constantly grappling with. You know, how do we do the most good? How 
do we get the best price in the number of shops that we have? We try and find that 
sweet spot in the middle. 
The complexity of the situation is made apparent in this quote. The company is trying to balance 
“doing good” with running a business, which equates to at least maintaining current production 
and profits to support employees and suppliers. Yet the stress of considering the impact slowing 
down production may have on local workers was written all over the COO’s face and heard in 
the deep breath he took before explaining his predicament – a moment of emotional labour 
expressed amidst his otherwise cool demeanour. It is apparent he feels a direct responsibility to 
keep people working in the industry even if he realises the business model collides with 
environmental limits. However, it is unclear if he is concerned about environmental issues and 
he made a number of jokes throughout the interview about greenies in an apparent response to 
my own sustainable fashion activism. In addition, throughout our discussion, the notion of 
straying from BAU is never raised (nor was it raised with any other participant); instead he 
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appears to be focused on finding a win-win scenario where the business is financially stable, 
reputational risk is not challenged by sustainable fashion activists, and the company can 
introduce sustainable elements without paying too much money for them. 
On the international scene the CEO of H&M,7 Karl-Johan Persson, referenced a similar 
pressure – though arguably employing more fear-inciting tactics – via his statement: “If we were 
to decrease 10 per cent to 20 per cent of everything we don’t need, the result on the social and 
economic side would be catastrophic, including a lot of lost jobs and poverty” (J. Lee, 2015). 
Though tempting to write off this declaration as self-serving for a fast fashion retailer, and 
perhaps it is exaggerated, there is an element of truth in his claim. For example, the garment 
industry in Bangladesh represents about 40 per cent of the nation’s workforce and 83 per cent of 
its exports (Garwood, 2011); the nation’s economy relies on the garment trade, particularly from 
the fast fashion retailers like H&M that produce there. Persson’s comment provides insight into 
the factors fashion businesses consider when determining how many garments to produce and at 
what price. The profit goals are entangled with the need to pay employees, to invest in 
innovation, to stay competitive and even to be a good corporate citizen by providing jobs to 
people in developing nations. The layers of financial considerations embroiled in the notion of 
changing H&M’s business model also points toward the external, yet always looming, impacts of 
globalisation on fashion practices due to the highly international nature of the fashion industry.  
Entrepreneurs can avoid many of the obstacles that face mainstream businesses because they 
have started as sustainable fashion labels – there is no set practice to change – and because of the 
smaller structures of the entrepreneurships. There are no board members or shareholders to 
																																																													
7 H&M is included in this chapter because of the immense influence it has on the Australian fashion 
market. While I do not embark on a detailed critique of H&M’s sustainability initiatives, I do address its 
performance of mainstream fashion and its integration of sustainability elements periodically through this 
chapter. Additional details on H&M and its initiatives can be found in Appendix 4. 
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appease, the only pay check impacted by low sales is their own,8 and they can be nimble and trial 
new options without generating significant business risk because their customer base and 
product volume is small. In addition, because the entrepreneurs’ motivations are primarily pro-
social and emotionally-driven, they are likely to take more risks for the sake of sustainability. 
Finally, the entrepreneurs do not have the same focus on maintaining BAU because the business 
is new and most were established to be flexible and work toward continuous sustainable 
improvement. The same elements that enable sustainable practices for entrepreneurs will not 
necessarily be integrated into mainstream practices because of the differences in motivation and 
business structure. In order to support sustainable transitions to mainstream fashion the focus 
cannot be on emotional motivations or creating a supply chain from scratch, and the concern of 
lost revenue cannot be ignored or belittled because it plays a significant role in the practice. In 
short, it is harder to introduce sustainable elements into an existing performance of a practice 
than it is to insert sustainable elements into a new performance of that practice.  
 
INTRODUCING SUSTAINABILITY INTO MAINSTREAM FASHION PRACTICES 
As we’ve seen in this chapter thus far, the decision for Australian mainstream brands to 
engage in sustainability is made against an unstable backdrop marked by increased international 
competition and tighter profit margins as the market adjusts to the onslaught of fast fashion 
retailers. Just how fashion labels balance financial success with sustainability progress is yet to be 
determined. It is a challenge shared with other industries as business efforts bump up against 
planetary limits and more companies experiment with corporate social responsibility (CSR) and 
ecological modernisation (EM) initiatives that allow continued economic growth alongside 
																																																													
8 This is not insignificant to the entrepreneur, and as has been discussed at length in Chapter Three, the 
financial sustainability of entrepreneurships is essential for the success of sustainable fashion. However, 
the pressure is only about one livelihood, not hundreds, as in the case of larger businesses. 
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reduced impact on the planet and its inhabitants. The emphasis on maintaining BAU, including 
the assumption of annual sales growth, means there is a risk for mainstream labels that dabble in 
sustainability initiatives to become what Peter Dauvergne and Jane Lister refer to as an “eco-
business,” those that project an image of a good corporate citizen but have little net positive 
effect because: “Eco-business is fundamentally aiming for sustainability of big business, not 
sustainability of people and the planet” (2013, p. 2). 
While most participants have a solid focus on maintaining a particular financial bottom line, 
determining the net positive effect of their sustainability initiatives is harder to determine. Most 
participants have only started to engage with sustainability in recent years and data about the 
impact of these changes is scarce. At this early stage we can instead examine the actions taken so 
far and consider how various policies and activities have been integrated into mainstream design 
and retail practices. As outlined in earlier chapters, in order to change any social practice new 
elements must be introduced, or new links created, that support sustainability, while links 
between elements that support an unsustainable practice must be broken (Shove et al., 2012). 
This practice-based approach enables an examination of specific element changes in various 
performances of mainstream fashion and a consideration of how new or changed links support 
sustainable performances, as well as what lingering links hold back sustainable transitions. 
Instead of disregarding any particular performance as a greenwashing eco-business because of a 
perceived slow pace of change or focus on financial sustainability, this approach supports a 
nuanced understanding of integrating sustainability elements into an existing practice. Through 
case studies of three mainstream fashion performances and one activist intervention, I will detail 
moments of sustainable hope that are arising in mainstream fashion performances and also 
highlight the limitations of introducing sustainable elements into the practice.   
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David Jones 
Founded in 1838, David Jones is Australia’s oldest department store and offers high-end 
designer fashion labels alongside quality everyday brands for women, men and children. It also 
sells homewares, appliances and beauty products, and its larger stores include a food hall hosting 
various eating establishments and selling a range of gourmet and international foods. In 2015 the 
department store made the bold and surprising announcement that it would transition to 100 per 
cent ethical sourcing (Han, 2015a). At the time of the declaration David Jones already had a 
somewhat robust sustainability policy that addressed the operations of the business. Head of 
CSR and sustainability, Jason Robertson, had systematically addressed issues of water, waste and 
energy throughout store and head office operations; once the stores were performing at a 
reasonable environmental level he recognised the next step toward sustainability was addressing 
the supply chain.  
The arrival of CEO Ian Nairn (as part of Woolworths SA’s takeover of David Jones) marked 
a turning point for the business, and Robertson explained that Nairn’s commitment was directly 
responsible for the firm’s bold ethical sourcing targets. Jaana Quaintance-James came on board 
in 2015 as ethical sourcing manager to supervise the transition that began with a refined – and 
robust – code of conduct, which had to be signed by every supplier – all 1,400 of them. As she 
described in our first interview, “The supplier code of conduct covers labour standards and 
environmental components, bribery and corruption, and animal welfare.” She continued to detail 
the amount of engagement David Jones has with its suppliers to get the code right, admitting 
that, “developing a policy like that is a very iterative process.” When I followed up with 
Quaintance-James in 2017 it was apparent the company was facing some detours as a result of 
another new CEO, John Dixon, who came on board early 2016. While the business still has the 
remit to transition the supply chain, financial goals are now firmly at the top of the priority list, 
as well as a goal to embrace more private label offerings in the store, starting with the products 
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sold in the food hall.9 A focus on private label does suggest greater control over the supply chain, 
but it is as yet unclear how this shift will impact its fashion departments, whether its fashion 
customers will be satisfied buying private label, or if it will have the same impact on sustainable 
fashion if David Jones is not directly influencing branded labels stocked in the store. Despite the 
change in focus much ground had been gained in the two years since I first met Quaintance-
James who reports that more employees across the business now consider sustainability issues in 
their daily roles without a reminder from her team – over time sustainability is becoming part of 
the company culture. However, there is still no deadline on when the department store will be 
100 per cent ethically sourced.  
Considering the elements of mainstream fashion outlined earlier in Figure 4.2, David Jones 
can be understood as integrating a number of sustainable elements into their performance of 
mainstream fashion retail. In terms of material elements there is an ethical code of conduct for 
suppliers, and the business structure and shareholder expectations include sustainability as a 
consideration because of the commitment from parent company Woolworths SA. Competence 
elements include sustainability expertise throughout the CSR and ethical sourcing departments, 
with knowledge continuously being shared with other employees across the business, as well as 
the skill of managing ethical supply chains. There is not a strong presence of sustainability in the 
meaning elements of David Jones’ performance beyond the promotion surrounding the 
announcement about ethical sourcing in 2015. However, all the information is available on the 
website and Quaintance-James regularly addresses industry groups, creating and maintaining the 
networks that can support broader changes to fashion practices. 
The presence of these sustainable elements in David Jones’ performance offers hope for 
mainstream sustainable fashion because of the potential for this large and established retailer to 
																																																													
9 At the time of writing the organisation is undergoing a major restructure and the headquarters will be 
relocating from Sydney to Melbourne over the course of 2017-18. It is unclear which staff from the CSR 
and ethical sourcing teams will relocate. 
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provide sustainable garments to a large volume of Australian consumers and to influence other 
practices due to its size and position in the market. Practices circulate and reproduce through 
networks (Shove et al., 2012), and because David Jones is in regular contact with other 
practitioners (including designers, marketers, media and a range of practitioners of various roles 
throughout multiple supply chains) its sustainable enactment of fashion retail can influence other 
sustainable performances in the fashion practice complex. The department store offers an 
example of a mainstream fashion practice that has successfully integrated a number of 
sustainability elements, and where the elements are shared with other practices it will encourage 
reproduction of sustainable fashion practices.  
 
 
Figure 4.3: Visuals from David Jones Spring 2017 campaign. 
Image source http://shop.davidjones.com.au 
However, a number of unsustainable elements and links remain in its performance of fashion 
retail. From a material perspective, the most significant unsustainable element is its business 
structure. Even though the business has a solid CSR strategy it remains committed to a growth 
financial model, suggesting financial growth will always have privilege over other sustainable 
aspects of the business. This can already be seen through its pro-self risk assessment motives 
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discussed earlier. On a smaller scale, though still important, material elements like packaging 
(including a reliance on plastic bags) and marketing materials (such as resource-intensive print, 
TV and online campaign materials and fashion shows) do not support a sustainable practice. The 
meaning elements of David Jones are firmly aligned with traditional mainstream practices of high 
fashion styling meant to generate desire, which is supported and motivated by its business 
structure built around economic growth. Some of this branding can be seen in Figure 4.3 above. 
The emphasis on the word “new” repeated on each line offers an example of the reliance on 
generating continuous desire, which ultimately generates sales, in its encouragement of 
customers to buy the latest fashions simply because they are new; this constant push for 
consumers to buy new fashion items represents an unsustainable aspect of the practice.  
This examination of David Jones’ performance sheds some light on the hope and limitations 
of integrating sustainable elements into an already complex and layered fashion practice. It also 
highlights the seemingly pervasive influence of mainstream business models and their goals of 
continuous financial growth on existing practices. Furthermore, the recent change in CEO and 
the resulting shift in focus for the business offers a reminder of the dynamics of the practice – it 
is not only sustainability elements that are being introduced to this performance of mainstream 
fashion. The introduction of elements to aid sustainable performances is often done in an  
already dynamic space, further complicating the task of “unmaking the unsustainability” of 
mainstream fashion.  
Country Road Group 
CRG operates midrange fashion and apparel brands Country Road, Witchery, Trenery, 
Mimco and Politix, which can be found across Australia in standalone shops and in department 
stores. Like David Jones it is owned by Woolworths SA, but unlike the department store there 
have been no broad pronouncements of ethical sourcing or public sustainable fashion launches. 
CRG adheres to a sustainability strategy titled “Good Business Journey” which includes seven 
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key areas: ethical trade, sustainable farming and sourcing of raw materials, water stewardship in 
operations, energy efficiency at their fulfilment centre, waste reduction (supported by clothing 
donation bins in stores), social development in the form of charitable partnerships, and 
employee health and wellness. The first two key areas address the supply chain directly and are 
written as commitments to improve traceability and implement codes of labour practice. This 
strategy has directed CRG to sign up with BCI to source “better” cotton, to use sustainable 
fabrics including Tencel, Modal and recycled PET in some lines, and supported accessories label 
Mimco’s partnership with the Ethical Fashion Initiative to create limited edition bags made by 
artisans in various developing nations (Figure 4.4).10 
 
Figure 4.4: Ad campaign imagery for Mimco 2015. Image source http://ethicalfashioninitiative.org  
An examination of the elements of CRG’s performance of fashion design and retail provides 
insights into the progress of its sustainability transition, which can be best described as a study in 
contradictions. Many of the elements offer moments of hope and demonstrate limitations 
concurrently. For example, sustainable material elements include the select lines that use 
																																																													
10 A UN fashion project based on the premise of providing work, not aid. See ethicalfashioninitiative.org/  
I will not examine the potential cultural appropriation occurring through this partnership or the use of the 
exotic, anonymous other to promote this handbag, however Lisa Ann Richey and Stefano Ponte (2011) 
offer relevant critiques in their text Brand Aid. 
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sustainable fabrics, offering hope that the company is progressing toward using sustainable fibres 
in its garments. However, the company remains opaque in terms of what percentage of its 
products use these materials now or in the future. CRG states a goal to use 30 per cent BCI 
cotton (itself a vague accreditation) by the end of 2018, but offers no other statistics pertaining 
to what other fabrics will make up their product mix – sustainable or otherwise – to help 
customers make sense of the impact this decision will have on the overall sustainability of its 
performance. Other sustainable material elements of CRG’s performance include the use of 
offshore CMT facilities that adhere to its codes of labour practice, which align with the 
International Labour Organisation’s conventions of ethical trade and include a robust auditing 
system to ensure compliance. Co-existing alongside this hopeful element is an environmental 
code of practice for factories that does not offer the same level of compliance assurance. Instead, 
CRG offers little detail about how strict the guidelines are or how the factories are audited for 
compliance, instead stating, “Suppliers are responsible for ensuring that both their own facilities 
and those of their third party suppliers follow the guidelines in the code” (CRG, 2015). Similar to 
David Jones, CRG also maintains typically “unsustainable” elements of packaging and marketing 
materials, and remains beholden to the business structure prioritising continuous sales growth.  
Considering competence elements, sustainability manager Lucy King provides a significant 
amount of expertise on sustainability and supply chains, yet, at the time of writing, she is the sole 
sustainability employee in the business. Part of King’s role is to encourage those within the 
business to consider sustainability in their jobs. She explained that the tactic she most often 
employs is to highlight to her colleagues “that there’s a business case behind [sustainability] and 
it’s not just the ‘right thing to do’…I think the biggest journey to get people on board is through 
the business benefits [and] that’s also quite hard, benefits are realised over time.” This particular 
example illustrates that it is not enough to look at individual elements of a practice, but how they 
are linked with other elements – in this case the competence element of sustainability expertise 
with the material element of the business structure, as well as a competence element of 
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negotiation to know how to sell her strategy into other areas of the business. When King 
performs in this way, however – making the financial benefits the key selling point of 
sustainability initiatives – CRG is at risk of becoming Dauvergne and Lister’s eco-business, a 
company with a focus on the sustainability of business, not on the planet or workers. At what 
point can environmental or labour issues take precedence over financial motivations? This 
question assumes that these issues must take precedence over profit in order to transition to a 
sustainable practice, but even if these other issues can take an equal footing with profit, how can 
we expect them to gain acceptance if the discussion repeatedly returns to financial goals? 
CRG’s risk of being an eco-business particularly comes to light with its branded “Good 
Business Journey” documents – available on its website, distributed to staff on printed flyers and 
the focus of an employee engagement campaign (Figures 4.5, 4.6).11 The strategy takes on a life 
of its own, one that paints the picture of a green business but remains somewhat vague on detail 
and progress. The existence of these “green” meaning elements may ultimately put CRG at risk 
of claims of greenwashing because of its apparent hyper-celebration of minor improvements; 
this is somewhat ironic given parent company Woolworths SA’s motivation to pursue 
sustainability in order to manage reputational risk. However, this green branding does not yet 
extend beyond employee engagement, and the overall branding of CRG does not include 
sustainability, with the exception of a special line of Witchery activewear that used recycled PET 
fabric and the line of ethical Mimco handbags discussed above. Despite the potential of CRG to 
transition toward a sustainable enactment of fashion design and retail as suggested in its “Good 
Business Journey”, an examination of the elements suggest it will be a long journey – the 
																																																													
11 Social advertising agency The Republic of Everyone (RoE) created this campaign for CRG. RoE is a 
Sydney-based agency that specialises in advertising for “good” causes, like sustainability. 
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limitations currently outweighing the hope promised in the strategy. In particular, the sole 
reliance on King to enact this transition suggests sustainability is not a priority for the business.12 
 
Figure 4.5: Graphics from CRG’s “Good Business Journey” strategy. Image source http://republicofeveryone.com 
 
   
Figure 4.6: Elements from CRG’s employee engagement campaign. Image source http://republicofeveryone.com  
																																																													
12 Though social practice theory ensures the responsibility to change practices does not rest with people 
but with practices and their elements, people are required to enact the practices, and without institutional 
support it be difficult for other practitioners within the organisation (designers, buyers, retail managers, 
etc.) to introduce sustainable elements into the practice. 
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Designer Brand 
Designer Brand was selected as a participant because it is an established, somewhat revered, 
Australian fashion label that has been in operation for over 50 years and predominantly produces 
in Australia; I learned in the interview that it has used the same factory for over 20 years. I also 
wanted to interview this label because it uses ECA-accredited factories for its Australian 
production, which accounts for more than 90 per cent of its product, yet does not actively 
promote that it has ECA-accreditation. Although Designer Brand does not actively claim to be 
practicing sustainable fashion, an examination of its elements suggests it is enacting a fairly 
sustainable performance of fashion design and retail, which can be primarily attributed to the 
independent ownership of the business.  
As suggested by refusal to include ECA branding on its swing tags, Designer Brand does not 
actively promote sustainability. When pressed about this decision the MD explained, “We feel 
that ‘Made in Australia’ is the right way to approach it. [ECA] doesn’t seem to fit with the 
brand.” Eloquently spoken, the message between the lines was that talking too openly about 
“ethical fashion” did not help present the label in a fashionable light (see tag comparison in 
Figure 4.7 below). As the interview progressed it became clear that referencing ethical fashion 
also did not fit the brand because it appeals to a mainstream audience that is not prominently 
demanding ethical or sustainable fashion. As the MD further elaborated, “Most of our customer 
base is not on the activist side of it. I think most of our customer base is mainstream in its views, 
which is, ‘I want the brands I’m involved in to do the right thing,’” indicating that the customers 
assume the label is already “doing the right thing” and/or assume that “Made in Australia” is an 
ethical mode of production.  
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Figure 4.7: Designer Brand’s garment label compared to Ethical Clothing Australia swing tags.  
Author’s own image. 
Another meaning element present in Designer Brand’s performance of fashion relates to its 
design aesthetic and its belief in “longevity [of garments] and the underlying style that holds the 
brand together.” The Managing Director further explained that the company does not want their 
customer to think, “God, I could never wear that again” when they see a piece from the label 
they bought a few years ago. Rather the aim for the style and meaning of the brand is that it 
creates stylish, bold pieces that stand the test of time and that do not require changes each 
season. Even the owner of the business only wears five outfits each season; she does update the 
outfits each season because of her visible role and the need to support the new range, but does 
not necessarily promote this to her customers. Instead, she speaks about her ethos of “buying a 
few things that you really love and wearing them to death” because once you know you look great 
in something, what’s the point of constantly changing your style? This meaning element of the 
label offers a hopeful, sustainable enactment of fashion consumption, in contrast to the 
messages promoted by fast fashion companies that promote continuous updates in style, or even 
CRG’s and David Jones’ promotion of new seasonal styles.  
Sustainable material elements of the label come in the form of its CMT facilities, luxury 
fabrics and business structure. As discussed earlier regarding Midrange Brand, Designer Brand 
opts to produce in Australia because of the ability to be nimble in its production, as much as 
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because “Made in Australia” aligns with the brand’s ethos. The MD explains that local 
production works well for a number of reasons: 
The benefit of it for us is that we work really closely with our makers. We cut the 
product in house, literally in the basement we have a big cutting machine and we 
have a cutting team. And then the makers come and pick up the clothes [because] we 
sub-contract the sewing, but we keep the cutting in-house, and we do all the 
patternmaking and samples. [And] they’re all Sydney based, so if anything’s not right, 
we work really closely with them to fix it. I think we’ve always appreciated it from a 
quality point of view, but also from a responsiveness point of view. Because if 
something’s doing well, we can respond quickly, it’s not like it’s going to be two 
months from China [to receive more pieces and] you can be more bespoke, do 
smaller runs. 
The decision to pursue ECA-accreditation came from the desire to “do the right thing” with an 
acknowledgement that third-party certification is the best way to ensure labour practices are 
upheld. Although Designer Brand had always conducted audits before ECA was around, it finds 
additional peace of mind from using an independent certifier.  
The predominant use of luxury fabrics like silk and wool can also be considered sustainable 
material elements in Designer Brand’s performance of fashion. Both are natural fibres, have the 
ability to naturally biodegrade13 and are significantly better for the environment and the people 
working with the fabrics than synthetics. The label can afford to use these fabrics because it is a 
designer label that comes at a price premium compared to midrange and fast fashion labels. 
While not couture, pieces in its collection commonly range from upwards of A$400 for tops and 
trousers and up to A$1200 for evening dresses and jackets, with many items priced between 
																																																													
13 Most of these fibres will naturally biodegrade, but certain dyes and finishes may prevent them from 
doing so. 
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A$600 and A$800. These prices also support Australian production, which is more costly than 
offshore production. Some synthetics do enter the product mix but they make up a minority of 
fabrics used. Throughout our interview the Managing Director also expressed interest in learning 
more about sustainable fabrics and what else the brand could do to improve the sustainability of 
its production. Sustainability may not be top of mind for the label, but it is not viewed as a 
threatening concept either. 
The luxury fabrics, ECA-accredited Australian production, and the promotion of buying a 
few pieces and “wearing them to death” are all made possible because of another material 
element – the business structure of Designer Brand. Privately owned and operated by the same 
family for over 50 years, there are fewer numbers of stakeholders and decision makers as 
compared with larger companies like CRG or David Jones. Also, it is not traded on the stock 
market, so there are no shareholders to address, either. Though we did not engage in a detailed 
financial discussion, it was apparent that the brand values of style, quality, longevity and luxury 
are the driving forces behind the business; financial viability is a necessity to stay in business but 
financial growth did not appear to have the same top priority as it did with other mainstream 
companies examined in this thesis.  
Designer Brand appears to include a number of sustainable elements into their practice with 
relative ease, providing an example of a performance of (fairly) sustainable fashion that does not 
rely on many of the meaning and competence elements that are integrated in the performances 
of sustainable fashion entrepreneurs. Instead its sustainable performance is aided by elements 
already introduced into the fashion practice complex by sustainable fashion entrepreneurs and 
activists. For example, by utilising ECA-accreditation Designer Brand does not need to enact a 
competence element of supply chain creation because ECA has done it for them, at least the 
final CMT stage. Designer Brand is using its networks to reproduce sustainable practices without 
having to do the hard work of learning to create a sustainable supply chain – though to be fair, 
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given its long term relationship with its maker, this label has not gone into the process blindly. 
Its use of luxury fabrics does not require competence elements of sustainability expertise, either; 
rather, it is connected to the element of preferring high quality natural fabrics – often a preferred 
choice in designer labels. Here the element of “luxury” is prioritised, but it happens to be 
sustainable as well because of the benefits of wool and silk.14 Perhaps Designer Brand is not “as 
sustainable” as entrepreneurs Pure Pod or Carlie Ballard, but nevertheless demonstrates there is 
more than one way to enact a sustainable fashion practice. 
Industry interventions: Clean Cut Fashion 
Industry interventions also provide examples of sustainability progress and its limitations. As 
discussed in Chapter Two, Clean Cut hosted the country’s first sustainable fashion show at a 
major fashion week, MBFW 2014. This historic event offered much hope for the transition of 
mainstream fashion to a sustainable practice because the ideas (elements) of sustainable fashion 
had been introduced directly into a significant industry ritual that impacts multiple practices in 
the fashion practice complex. Clean Cut’s hope with this intervention was that sustainable 
elements relating to fabrics and production practices would be reproduced by mainstream 
fashion labels in coming seasons, after they saw that aesthetic limitations no longer plagued 
sustainable fashion practices. This hope was bolstered by the fact that Clean Cut was invited to 
return the following year, and every year since, to continue promoting sustainable elements to 
mainstream fashion practitioners. 
Since the initial event, the format of Clean Cut’s interventions at MBFW has shifted to a 
panel discussion, typically featuring three or four industry professionals and a media professional 
acting as MC. The benefit of this format is to offer direct lessons and advice on how to perform 
																																																													
14 The label typically uses Woolmark certified wool from Australia, but on either fabric there is no 
guarantee of animal welfare and Designer Brand has not indicated any specific sustainable element 
associated with either fabric. 
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sustainable fashion by practitioners already engaged in the practice in some way. The first year of 
this format (2015) the panel featured Kowtow – arguably one of the most sustainable fashion 
labels in the world, which operates out of New Zealand and utilises only sustainable fabrics and 
ethical production – midrange label CUE, and Nobody Denim, both ECA-accredited labels, as 
well as a video message from KITX.  In 2016 the panel included CRG, TOME and a 
representative from ECA, and 2017 saw ECA become a partner in the panel, which included two 
ECA-accredited labels (Viktoria & Woods and Manning Cartel) plus environmental activist and 
model Laura Wells. Each year the panel has featured fewer innovative sustainability elements 
than the year prior, with the labels included in 2017 appearing to rarely consider environmental 
issues and focus solely on ECA-accreditation – one participant was even stumped by a question 
from the MC about how she considers environmental impact in production, giving the 
impression the environment is not at all considered. Without belittling the role of ECA-
accreditation, it is only one element in the practice of sustainable fashion, and the focus on this 
element in the Clean Cut panel discussions threatens the progress of other, more radical, 
innovations toward a sustainable enactment of fashion. 
In highlighting this shortcoming it is not my intention to blame Clean Cut or question its 
motives or efforts. Rather I wish to highlight the slow progress that has come to define the 
mainstream fashion industry’s sustainable transition. Clean Cut prefers to include Australian 
labels in the panel discussion to provide local examples of sustainable fashion and discuss 
elements already successfully integrated in this country (Kowtow being the exception). Finding 
local labels that engage any sustainable enactments (and have not already featured on a panel) is 
becoming increasingly difficult because few mainstream labels are making sustainable transitions. 
The result in 2017 was a panel that focused heavily on one sustainable element and not the full 
spectrum of elements/links to be addressed. This trend of slow Australian progress is reflected 
by Fashion Revolution Australia and New Zealand’s 2017 panel discussion that featured global 
labels Levi Strauss & Co. and Patagonia to discuss sustainability innovations and the fact that 
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KITX is continuously celebrated as the country’s most ethical label (marie claire, 2017). This 
statement is not meant to disregard KITX’s achievements and commitment, which will be 
discussed in greater detail later in this chapter, but to reiterate that there have been very few 
newcomers to sustainable performances from the mainstream industry since 2015.  
This problematic trend in Clean Cut’s MBFW presence may further slow the transition of the 
industry because of a lack of sustainable performances to influence reproduction from other 
practitioners. Without inspiration from labels pushing the boundaries on multiple sustainable 
elements, will labels ever feel compelled to innovate their own practice? In an industry already 
rife with pressures to stay competitive, will any other labels forge into a sustainable performance 
and become the latest innovators? Or will ECA-accreditation become a comfortable stopping 
point because it gets celebrated at MBFW? At this point it may be too early to tell, but in 
Australia, innovation appears to primarily be the remit of entrepreneurs and radical transitions to 
the mainstream practice of fashion seem improbable. 
 
UNDERSTANDING LIMITS: SUSTAINABLE BUSINESS MYTHS AND THE FASHION SYSTEM 
Limitations to sustainable transitions in mainstream fashion practices can be categorised into 
those that are common to other industries attempting sustainable transitions and those unique to 
the fashion industry. Similar to other industries, most often transitions reflect the notion of 
achieving “sustainable growth,” succeeding financially while doing good for people and/or the 
planet (Chatzidakis, Larsen, & Bishop, 2014). However, as I will elaborate, the focus on 
sustainable growth may limit more sweeping changes that could generate a sustainable transition 
practice-wide. The limitations that are specific to the fashion industry relate to the industry’s own 
definition of fashion, including the significance of a garment’s visual appeal.  
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Sustainable business myths 
At a sustainable business conference in 2015, a representative from Unilever exclaimed to the 
audience, “We want people to buy more stuff”15 when describing the multinational company’s 
vision to double its business while halving its environmental impact. Setting aside that this is 
likely an unattainable goal barring unforeseen technological innovations in the very near term, it 
provides an example of the sustainable growth narrative that drives many corporations’ 
engagement with sustainability. Sustainable growth goals are often bolstered by statistics, such as 
Sustainable Brand’s free report titled 22 Research Studies Proving the ROI of Sustainability (2016) and 
the myriad of books supporting the business case of “going green” including the popular work 
of Raj Sisodia and his colleagues whose research demonstrates that so-called “Firms of 
Endearment” – those that place passion and purpose at the heart of their organisation – 
financially outperform the market (Sisodia et al., 2003). Harvard Business Review has also published 
“The Comprehensive Business Case for Sustainability,” which signals the potential of having a 
competitive advantage, managing risk, being innovative, building customer loyalty, attracting 
employees and – of course – improving financial performance as a result of embracing 
sustainability (Whelan & Fink, 2016). 
The allure of achieving sustainable growth largely rests on consumer culture’s prevailing logic 
of continuous economic growth and often relies on ecological modernisation (EM) tactics. 
Introduced into sustainable development discourse by Joseph Huber (1995) and Maarten Hajer 
(1995), EM relies upon innovation and technology to create efficiencies in production 
(Chatzidakis et al., 2014; Dryzek, 2013; Wright & Nyberg, 2015). In fashion, EM might include 
installing solar panels on a factory to generate electricity and save energy costs, or using zero-
waste patterning since currently between 10 and 20 per cent of fabric is wasted on the cutting 
room floor as a cost of doing business (Rissanen, 2008). As described by Juliet Schor, the 
																																																													
15 As spoken at the 2015 Conscious Capitalism Summit in Sydney. 
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approach “holds that the fundamentals of the market economy can remain intact. Green 
production, with eco-conscious consumers and a price for carbon, will be sufficient to solve 
environmental problems” (2010, p. 91-92). In social practice parlance, sustainable growth is 
achieved if aspects of the economy plus production and consumption practices co-evolve to 
support a sustainable market, ensuring continued economic growth through green consumption 
as the path out of the climate and other environmental crises. 
One of the reported benefits of a focus on sustainable businesses is the ability of industry to 
make changes government won’t (Dauvergne & Lister, 2013). The green building movement, 
started in the US in 1993, is arguably one of the most successful examples of industry generating 
environmental progress in times of governmental inaction on climate change (Fedrizzi, 2015). 
The reliance on business innovation over government regulation has its critics, including 
Dauvergne and Lister (2013) who suggest it is akin to business self-regulation, destined to act 
only in the interest of the market and healthy profits. However, in times of conservative, anti-
regulation and pro-business governments, industry leadership can make a major impact and 
should not be disregarded.  
There are a number of critiques of sustainable business tactics, and understanding these may 
help further sustainable transitions of mainstream fashion. Wright and Nyberg express the dual 
role of business in addressing sustainability in their critique of corporate environmentalism: 
On the one hand, corporations are the principal agents in the production of GHG 
emissions in the global economy; on the other hand, they are also seen as our best hope 
in reducing emissions through technological innovation (2015, p. 3). 
The authors argue that despite the best intentions of some people in the corporate sustainability 
movement, much of the logic behind the movement is inherently flawed and reliant upon myths 
that limit the potential of sustainability initiatives. Wright and Nyberg further argue that these 
myths act as blinders that limit our imagination and prevent us from seeing past the path of 
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continued consumption and maintain the belief that corporations have the power to stabilise 
climate change (and other environmental issues) through BAU. Building from the work of 
Maxwell Boykoff et al. (2010) they contend, “the idea that we can manage or stabilise nature 
diverts energy from more radical responses” (2015, p. 171). 
The first myth they describe is corporate environmentalism, closely connected with the 
conscious consumption movement, which supports the notion of the public buying its way out 
of the climate crises. Fashion businesses with sustainable options accept this myth, which is 
reliant on consumers’ individual choice to select “greener” products. Next is the myth of 
corporate citizenship, which enables expanded political activity of a business through equipping 
it with a moral role in addressing the issues, often seen through CSR reporting and participation 
with global institutions like the World Economic Forum or the UN Sustainable Development 
Goals. The third myth is that of corporate omnipotence, at the heart of which is the notion “that 
the rational expertise businesses have at their disposal is somehow capable of taming nature” (p. 
171). Similar to Erik Swyngedouw’s depiction of the “fantasy of sustainability” that is reliant 
upon the myth of a previously harmonious nature that can somehow be managed when in reality 
nature remains chaotic and unpredictable (2007, p. 23), this myth is often supported by “the 
business case” for sustainability.  
Highlighting these myths is not meant to suggest that sustainable elements cannot improve 
the sustainability of a practice, but rather that relying upon these myths does not alter the overall 
impact of the continuous consumption responsible for much of the environmental crisis. 
Despite today’s advanced green technologies, carbon emissions continue to rise, including for 
companies engaged in specific, successful, green businesses. Wright and Nyberg argue that often 
green strategies that promote efficiencies and green products result in “overall increases in GHG 
emissions through increasing demand for their products” (2015, p. 17). This was demonstrated 
by outdoor apparel brand Patagonia’s 2011 ad campaign, “Don’t Buy This Jacket” (Figure 4.8). 
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The ad ran in the New York Times on Black Friday, the biggest shopping day of the year in the 
US, and featured a fleece jacket with a call to action supporting its Common Threads clothing 
repair and recycling initiative; the campaign led to a sales increase of one-third within nine 
months of the campaign (Stock, 2013).  
 
Figure 4.8: Patagonia’s  New York Times advertisement from November 25, 2011. 
Image source http://www.ecouterre.com  
A number of narratives appeared amongst my mainstream participants that align with and 
support sustainable business myths: the journey, finding balance, and managing risk. The 
“journey toward sustainability” became a major theme at Clean Cut’s 2016 panel discussion 
when the designer TOME advised the industry: “These changes feel hard, but get started with 
just one thing.” Lucy King from CRG was also on the panel and agreed with this conclusion, 
and soon the entire panel was discussing the importance of tackling sustainability “one step at a 
time.” It is a common theme within the industry, which the MD from Designer Brand also 
addressed in our interview: “I think this is a journey, and I think you take steps on it, [and] I’m 
proud of what we’ve done with ECA.”  
207 
	
CRG and David Jones referred most often to this narrative amongst my participants, most 
likely because the companies’ sustainability strategies are titled “Good Business Journey.” The 
journey narrative was most evident with CRG’s Lucy King who admitted during our interview, 
“I know I keep saying that word, but it really is a journey” when explaining her experience 
transitioning the business. However it also arose with David Jones’ Jaana Quaintance-James who 
was hesitant to put a timeframe on achieving the stated goal of 100 per cent ethical sourcing, 
explaining, “It’s a huge piece of work [and] we’re at the beginning of this journey and we have so 
much work to do”. She’s unsure if David Jones will achieve their goals at the end of five years as 
the CEO claimed at the beginning of 2015, but is confident the business will be “well on the 
way” by 2020. The journey narrative is essential in the David Jones sustainability story because of 
the sheer scale of the project – they have 1,400 suppliers they need to adhere to their ethical 
sourcing guidelines, and the complexity varies depending on whether the product is a private 
label or from another branded company. 
The narrative of the journey specifically supports the notion of corporate omnipotence 
because it suggests that sustainability is attainable, just that it will take time to figure out. Markus 
Milne, Kate Kearins and Sara Walton have identified the prevalence of the journey metaphor in 
much sustainable business discourse including advertising, CSR strategies and business 
commentary (2006) and contend that reliance upon a “sustainability journey” represents “weak 
sustainability” through its positioning of sustainability as a process rather than a destination. 
They argue that the journey metaphor simplifies sustainability so that laypeople can understand 
the issues, but that it also can act to deflect dissenting voices, downplay the challenges,  
conflate the notion of a pursuit of sustainability with progress, and ultimately defer strong 
sustainability results.  
King illuminated shortcomings of the journey narrative when she explained how CRG 
experimented with recycled fibres in the Witchery Balance range: “It’s not sold in all stores [and] 
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it’s not a key line that you’d give a huge [amount of attention to] create awareness, but again it 
was the start of a journey.” She explained that the range was a good opportunity to test the 
market: “I think as we continue on our journey and shift more of a key volume line over [to 
sustainable materials], we’ll see how our customers respond.” This discussion suggests CRG is 
reliant on customer embrace of sustainable elements before the company will transition to using 
more sustainable materials. In this instance, the journey also supports the myth of corporate 
environmentalism (and the logic of conscious consumption discussed in Chapter Two) by 
suggesting it is up to customers to buy their way out of the climate crisis – if the customer will 
not take action, it is not the company’s fault.  
It can be argued that CRG could demonstrate true sustainability leadership by moving 
beyond the journey narrative. What if instead of waiting to see how customers responded to one 
line, and King feeling compelled to tip-toe around corporate staff members as she tries to 
convince them of the business case of sustainability, CRG immediately implemented sustainable 
changes across multiple product lines? The sustainable materials exist and have been proven by 
sustainable fashion labels, so why wait to see if customers buy them and if everyone within the 
organisation feels comfortable? Is it because, as critics of sustainable business suggest, that it is 
not so much the customers that have to come on the journey, or even the staff members, but the 
board and CRG shareholders who want guaranteed dividends and are thus cautious in 
implementing changes that might threaten the financial bottom line (Dauvergne & Lister, 2013; 
Wright & Nyberg, 2015)?  
Another narrative that supports sustainable business myths is that of achieving balance. The 
COO of Midrange Brand expressed why balance was important to the business: 
We need to maintain a certain volume of sales to keep the rest of the business 
running.	[I] I don’t want to use the word “balance,” like balanced against doing the 
right thing, we do do the right thing – but if the price point gets to such a point that 
209 
	
we’re only selling 30-40 per cent of our product at full price, and the rest gets marked 
down, it will at some point [mean] that we can’t run the business. 
According to Tobias Hahn et al., corporations are trapped in a “tunnel vision” when it comes to 
sustainable business initiatives because of the focus on “win-win” scenarios, those that deliver on 
profitability maximisation alongside sustainability goals, because in reality there are nearly always 
trade-offs (2010). The trade-offs are often made in favour of financial goals, as seen earlier in this 
chapter when the same COO described the pressure to support the large number of employees 
and suppliers engaged with Midrange Brand. Hahn et al. suggest a new framework that takes into 
account trade-offs because “conflicts between economic, environmental and social aspects in 
corporate management and performance represent the rule rather than the exception” (2010, p. 
218). For example, if Midrange Brand was comfortable with accepting trade-offs in terms of 
slightly lower profits or fewer employees, then perhaps the COO would not feel the need to sell 
the same high volumes of clothing, or could start using sustainable materials. However, in his 
world of maintaining BAU, he is expected to achieve it all, to score a win-win, to find balance. 
Working jointly with the journey narrative, the goal of achieving balance allows companies to 
remain committed to the belief that their business models don’t have to change, they just need to 
add some elements of sustainable materials, use renewable energy or implement ethics codes, 
and all will be well. These narratives are particularly embedded in Wright and Nyberg’s myth of 
corporate omnipotence that states the rational tools of the corporation (including the business 
case for sustainability) can solve any problem. Businesses just need to tweak and alter their 
structure, take a few steps along the journey of sustainability and achieve the balance of a 
positive triple bottom line. As more mainstream fashion businesses attempt sustainable 
transitions there is a risk they will continue to fall prey to these same sustainable business myths. 
The risk management narrative is perhaps the most deeply embedded narrative within 
sustainable business discourse, and potentially the most flawed. Business practices, including 
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sustainability initiatives, are largely shaped by risk management – whether financial or 
reputational risk (Dauvergne & Lister, 2013; Richey & Ponte, 2011; Wright & Nyberg, 2015). 
Reputational risk is a driving factor for many companies engaged in CSR because of activist 
groups like Greenpeace, PETA and Fashion Revolution willing to put brands in the spotlight for 
not doing the “right” thing. Greenpeace is one of the best-known agitators working in the 
fashion space, and its “Detox” campaign launched in 2011 set out to “expose the direct links 
between global clothing brands, their suppliers and toxic water pollution” (Greenpeace, 2016). 
The campaign employs a mixture of scare tactics, including ad campaigns and installations in 
front of stores like Zara, Versace and Levi’s, to garner attention from the press and consumers. 
The Detox campaign has not been active in Australia, likely due to the small size of the market, 
and Australia has largely been spared attention from other global fashion activism campaigns. Kit 
Willow was approached by PETA following the launch of KITX when it asked the label to stop 
using wool, but it was in a private email, not a public campaign, therefore reputational risk was 
not a factor. 
Local agitators are emerging, most notably through the social media-driven Fashion 
Revolution campaigns and the annual Baptist World Aid (BWA) Ethical Fashion Report. While 
Fashion Revolution takes a somewhat gentle agitation approach by asking “Who Made My 
Clothes?” through tools like Facebook and Instagram, BWA is more aggressive through its 
annual publication of the report that grades brands on their ethical labour performance and 
actively shares poor performances with the media. Jasmin Mawson, lead researcher at BWA, 
recounted an experience with a frustrated brand that received an “F” in the report due to their 
refusal to provide details of their supply chain – a company representative said to her: 
You know what, we’re a private company, we don’t want to talk about these things, 
we do not talk about these things, but because of your report, you’ve forced us to 
talk, we have customers calling us, we have the ABC calling us, and it’s all your fault! 
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From Mawson’s perspective, this is an excellent result and she feels confident this brand will 
release more details in time for the next report. In the three years since the report was initially 
released, BWA claims that 30 per cent more companies are tracing their fabric sources, 20 per 
cent more are tracing raw materials, and the number of companies paying significantly above 
minimum wage has grown from 11 per cent to 32 per cent. 2018 is set to shake the industry up 
even more with the addition of an “environment” section to the report, highlighting what – if 
any – environmental initiatives are included in the businesses.16  
Risk management techniques are not always enough to influence sustainable changes to a 
practice because often they are merely adhering to existing laws, not seeking to change the 
practice. For instance, ECA-accreditation ensures factories follow Australian labour laws; it has 
nothing to do with improving upon them, and only covers the final CMT stage of production. 
Yet brands that promote their ECA-accreditation are rewarded with a boost to their reputation, 
very effectively managing risk. It is of course important for factories to adhere to labour laws, 
but should fashion brands be rewarded for following the law? Or should they be rewarded for 
continuing to improve upon unsustainable elements throughout the practice?  
Beyond financial and reputational risks that motivate many sustainability programs, in reality 
all businesses are dealing with unknowable climate change risks and so the idea of “risk 
management” can be seen as a myth itself.  We have surpassed the planetary limits of greenhouse 
gases to the extent that scientists believe the earth is set for a global temperature rise between 
two and six degrees Celsius – a wide range with an equally wide range of unknown challenges for 
humanity. The longer businesses rely upon the narratives of finding balance and the sustainability 
journey, the more extreme the challenges are likely to be. Taking piecemeal, “balanced” or 
“journey” approaches to sustainability are short-sighted strategies that may protect the financial 
																																																													
16 I was consulted by BWA during the creation of the environmental criteria for the 2018 Ethical Fashion 
Report, and the initial assumption based on BWA’s meetings with industry members is that most labels are 
not doing much in terms of environmental policy and will not rate well in the first year. 
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bottom line in the near term but also risk unparalleled negative impacts in the long term that 
cannot be managed by creating one product line out of sustainable materials or investing in 
renewable energy for one factory. Without radical and systemic changes adopted throughout the 
fashion industry (and society at large) there is no way to manage the risks that lie ahead, no 
matter what data is entered into the standard risk register. 
And yet, sustainable fashion activists who believe the required changes to address climate 
change and human rights inequalities can be achieved without the industry are playing folly to a 
myth of their own. The movement needs big business to embrace sustainability, and it needs it to 
embrace sustainability in a BIG way. The fashion practice complex requires an overhaul not only 
in terms of supply chain, fabric selection and production processes, but the number of garments 
created and the frequency with which style updates are presented to the public. If the movement 
is to move out of its seemingly insular circle of members and out to the people who regularly 
shop at H&M or Australian high street brands – including those who can only afford to shop at 
fast fashion or high volume retailers like Target and Walmart – it needs mainstream brands to 
embrace sustainability and offer affordable, accessible sustainable fashion. This suggests the 
movement must temper its actions with some actors pushing hard enough to draw attention to 
the brands to encourage change, and others working with the brands to help them look beyond 
sustainable business myths and introduce sustainable elements into the practice. 
 “Clothes on a rack have nothing to do with fashion” 
“It has to be fashion – I can’t just put another organic tee shirt in my fashion magazine.” This 
statement, exclaimed by fashion journalist Clare Press at a Fashion Revolution meeting in 
February 2016 caused quite a stir at the meeting and also helps explain some of the fashion 
industry-specific limitations to a sustainable transition. Despite the increasing number of 
sustainable labels in the market that offer a variety of aesthetic styles and qualities, according to 
industry insiders, most of it is not “fashion.” Press – a charismatic and feisty journalist who 
213 
	
exudes a passion for fashion – writes about ethical fashion in mainstream publications17 and later 
explained to me, “Clothes and fashion are not the same thing,” visibly frustrated with having to 
clarify this distinction. I questioned Press about her outburst a few months after the Fashion 
Revolution meeting and she further elaborated:  
Clothes on a rack have nothing to do with fashion. [The] “sustainable production of 
clothing” is one thing [but has little in common] with the fashion industry or fashion 
design… I think [the movement] really need[s] to define what the word “fashion” 
means, and [learn] how the fashion system works. 
The definition of fashion is elusive, made complex by the often-competing definitions of 
fashion as “dress” versus fashion as “change,” though many contemporary fashion theorists 
acknowledge this complexity by categorising fashion as a social phenomenon best observed 
through dress (Aspers & Godart, 2013; Carter, 2003; Crane, 2012; Entwistle, 2000a; Kawamura, 
2005; Lipovetsky, 1994). Beyond the varying semantics of “fashion,” after further discussion 
with Press it seems she is primarily concerned that the movement does not understand the 
industry’s definition of fashion, which incorporates the fashion system. The fashion system as 
understood by the industry is not, as Gilles Lipovetsky describes it, “endless metamorphoses, its 
fits and starts, its extravagance” (1994, p. 15), though those characteristics play a role. While not 
strictly understood through Roland Barthes’ reading of fashion as a system of signs, the system 
Press describes is close to what Barthes was attempting to define (as discussed by Michael 
Carter): “The fashion system is the ‘totality’ of social relations and activities that are required for 
fashion to come into existence” (2003, p. 145) – what Kawamura refers to as “Fashion-ology,” 
the system of institutions that work collectively to transform clothing into fashion (2005). This 
understanding of fashion is not dissimilar to the fashion practice complex and its overlapping 
practices of design, production, promotion, retail and consumption.  
																																																													
17 Press would publish her book Wardrobe Crisis (2016) later this same year. 
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Another significant aspect of the fashion system is the desire it produces. As illuminated  
by Joanne Entwistle:  
It is not enough to consider the physical production of garments; we have to take account 
of the desire to be “in fashion” that promotes consumption. That is to say, we have to 
look at the meanings and relationships around goods that make them desirable. (2000a, 
p. 15, emphasis in original) 
Those within the system are responsible for creating the meanings and relationships that make 
clothing desirable, in other words, that make clothing “fashion.” The idea of generating 
consumer desire is intricately linked with aesthetics, but the point I’m trying to make here is that 
desire is as important to the fashion system as designer labels or what is on the cover of Vogue 
this month. Which brings us back to Press’ exclamation at the Fashion Revolution meeting: “It 
has to be fashion – I can’t just put another organic tee shirt in my fashion magazine.” Her 
statement felt startling, and there was a rapid defence of the beautiful sustainable fashion labels 
in the market by other members of the Fashion Revolution team, but this is precisely what Press 
is referring to when she suggests that the sustainability experts in the movement “misinterpret 
the meaning of fashion, and they don’t know a great deal about what fashion is” because 
“another organic tee shirt” does not generate the requisite desire to constitute a piece of fashion.  
Press is also concerned that the sustainable fashion labels are not part of the fashion system, 
nor do they understand it, as she explains:  
A lot of the great change makers with big ideas who can really innovate in this space 
and can tell the industry how they might do things better, are actually operating 
outside the fashion system with fuck all understanding of what goes on [inside]. 
She expresses resentment that too many sustainable fashion labels and activists smugly 
remove themselves from the fashion system and point fingers, telling the industry to change 
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without actually understanding how it works or attempting to engage the industry. However, 
some activists are attempting to engage the industry, including Clean Cut’s presence at 
MBFW and the industry forums hosted by Fashion Revolution, BWA and Stop the Traffik, 
discussed earlier in this thesis. In addition, in 2015 an intimate dinner was arranged by a local 
fashion PR company with head of textiles for Patagonia, Jill Dumain, and 30 Australian 
fashion designers, for Dumain to share her experience and knowledge on organic cotton 
(NewRomantic, 2015). The dinner was an exclusive affair and strictly limited to the designers 
and a photographer from Vogue (no researchers, writers or sustainable fashion movement 
members allowed). This exclusivity was likely an attempt from the PR firm to manage 
expectations of designers in attendance according to the “rigid caste system” (Hoskins, 2014, 
p. 41) that creates the mainstream fashion industry, and suggests the difficulties of breaking 
down system rules and barriers even when the premise of an event is to openly share 
information among attendees. Even though Press may see a need for more activists to 
engage directly with the industry, gaining access to the industry remains a barrier for most in 
the movement, and the question of bringing together activists and industry – each refraining 
from judgement for the other party – remains an issue to be addressed. 
The fashion media play a significant role in the fashion system as well. Though awareness of 
sustainable fashion labels and fashion’s sustainability concerns could be raised through fashion 
media support, as long as sustainable fashion experts remain outside the fashion system it is 
unlikely that mainstream fashion media will significantly address the issues. Increasingly paid 
advertisers dictate the editorial content in fashion magazines – whether explicitly or implicitly. As 
Press explains, “When you’re writing for a monthly glossy, you have to be very careful about 
keeping your advertisers happy otherwise your monthly glossy will cease to exist… it’s harder to 
tell [sustainable fashion] stories within the monthly glossies.” Hoskins describes this scenario as 
“magazines’ symbiotic relationship with brands via the advertising industry” (2014, p. 37), made 
especially problematic because magazines are typically sold for less than the cost of production, 
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making a profit from advertisements instead. The result is that issues that cast advertisers in a 
negative light (like sweatshop labour or environmental pollution) are often not included in the 
publications, drastically limiting the reproductive potential of sustainable fashion practices 
because the stories are withheld from the readership.  
Even when fashion magazines do tell sustainable fashion stories, they tend to remain 
connected to the fashion system, as demonstrated by the August 2016 issue of Australian Vogue 
that covered multiple stories on sustainable fashion. KITX received a double page editorial 
including a photo spread, but the designer Kit Willow has been involved in the Australian 
fashion system since her original label, Willow, launched in 2003. In addition, she regularly 
shows at Australia’s MBFW and Paris Fashion Week, and is internationally recognised as a 
leading Australian designer. Similarly, the designers from TOME participate in Fashion Week in 
Sydney and New York and are part of the Australian fashion elite, producing contemporary 
designer fashion primarily from their New York studio. The cover story featuring HRH Crown 
Princess Mary of Denmark, including her interest in supporting sustainable fashion, can be 
understood as much as a representation of the fashion system’s interest in celebrity culture 
(Church Gibson, 2012) as a nod toward sustainability. While Vogue is known for reflecting the 
cultural touch points of the times18 – and today that includes sustainability – it is not immune 
from adhering to the system of which it plays an integral role. 
The importance of visual aesthetics is inherently connected to the mainstream fashion 
system, both in terms of the visual appeal of the garments and in the thrill of creating and 
wearing new styles. This importance was typically front-of-mind for interview participants and 
on multiple occasions during interviews they actively changed the topic to comment on the 
importance of aesthetics: 
																																																													
18 As described by Press, a former Vogue writer. 
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I think they’re buying our clothes because they love our clothes. I don’t think they’re 
buying them – and this is my perspective on sustainability and fashion – I think 
people, the majority of people buy their clothes because they love them.  
                                                                    - MD, Designer Brand 
Look, you can be the most sustainable, ethical company in the world, if that product 
is not a trending product, you’re not going to make money, and that is just the world 
we live in.                       - Debbie Lawson, Dharma Bums founder and designer 
It’s about what makes a woman feel great when she wakes up, what does she want to 
put on? [It’s] not just, “Oh, well I’ll get this because it’s made from organic cotton.”   
                                                                                 - Lucy King, CRG sustainability manager 
The significance of aesthetics and desire are central for these businesses in a way that differs 
from the entrepreneurs, who tended to talk about the importance of style and then move onto 
discussions of innovating their supply chain and/or materials. In contrast, mainstream 
participants often brought up the role of aesthetics when talking about other elements, almost as 
an excuse as to why the company had not introduced more sustainable elements into their 
practice – because the style of the garment takes precedence. 
The aesthetic fallback position was most prevalent in my online interview with H&M, which 
highlighted the importance of aesthetics in multiple responses, in particular the connection to 
consumers expressing themselves through fashion. At the risk of labouring the issue, I will share 
a number of their responses to demonstrate how aesthetics repeatedly became the focus of 
discussion, and also how the responses supported the familiar (from Chapters One and Two) 
responsibilisation of the consumer.19 For example, when asked about the challenges of the 
sustainable fashion movement, their response was: 
																																																													
19 The responses also came across as well-rehearsed and heavily managed, as if they were standard 
responses to sustainability questions from researchers and journalists. 
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People will always want to express their personality through fashion, and with 
growing middle classes, particularly in Asia, there will be many more people to  
do so. 
It appears H&M is shifting blame to the customer for any shortfalls in the transition toward 
sustainability as opposed to questioning the amount of fashion being produced, the chemical 
processes of fabric dyeing or finishing, or ethical labour issues.  In other words, relying on the 
stigma of “ugly eco-fashion” as opposed to making a radical change. Similarly, when asked  
what the H&M customer felt about sustainability, the discussion turned to the customers’ 
aesthetic desires: 
Sustainability is important to our customers – and this is increasingly so. But 
consumers are (rightfully) not willing to make compromises. A product needs to look 
great in the first place, needs to be good value for money and should increasingly 
come with the confidence of fair working conditions and low environmental impact.  
Again, the issue of sustainability is flipped to become a discussion of customer aesthetic 
preference, suggesting (or assuming?) the H&M customer may not care about sustainability as 
much as her/his appearance; but if they do care about sustainability they assume H&M are 
handling the situation on their behalf. On the one hand H&M implies the customer is to blame 
for this aesthetic focus and the high number of garments purchased in their quest to achieve 
their personal style, but on the other hand suggests the customer thinks the companies are 
handling the situation and therefore do not need to worry about it themselves. 
When asked how H&M promotes “fashion” versus “sustainability” in their communications 
the response was: 
We are a fashion company and that is what our customers look for. People will 
always want to express who they are through fashion. An emotional attachment to 
219 
	
the products you buy and wear is key to this and an important part of our  
business model.  
This response suggests H&M does not promote sustainability at all, which is partially true. It can 
be difficult to locate the Conscious Collection20 pieces in the store, however, the company also 
makes significant claims in the media about wanting to become the most sustainable fashion 
company, regularly wins sustainable business accolades and promotes its clothing 
recycling/collection scheme somewhat prominently in-store.21 
H&M’s responses constantly home in on the importance of people expressing personal style 
through fashion. Twice repeating, “People will always want to express who they are through 
fashion,” and even asserting that this is the “rightful” desire of the consumer. Self-expression is a 
significant driver of fashion (see Carter, 2003; Crane, 2012; Davis, 1992; English, 2007), but this 
response also ties directly into their business model. The growing consumer classes in India and 
China were addressed multiple times in our correspondence – H&M had 12 stores in India and 
over 300 in China at the end of 2016 in an embrace of this new consumer class – including the 
right to self-expression. And while their focus on individual style connects to contemporary 
identity and the creation of “brand me” that are hallmarks of contemporary lifestyles (Crane, 
2012; Shepherd, 2005), it also keeps sales growing and is a justification for the wide range of 
styles, high product volume and frequent turnover at H&M. 
A frequent change of aesthetic style is something prevalent throughout mainstream fashion 
practices, though accelerated in fast fashion businesses, and is connected to the very nature of 
fashion – to always move on to the new or next thing and to generate continuous desire amongst 
the masses (see Carter, 2003; Hoskins, 2014; Simmel, 1997 [1904]; Svendsen, 2006, among 
																																																													
20 H&M’s Conscious Collection for women includes line of organic cotton basics as well as some 
Conscious Exclusive pieces made of more luxurious sustainable materials including silk, Tencel and 
recycled lace. 
21 Details of H&M’s sustainability initiatives can be found in Appendix 4.	
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others). Instead of reconsidering how often clothes are created, and how many items are created, 
participant fashion brands remain firmly in the mindset of creating multiple seasons a year with 
some sustainability material elements occasionally included. Even one of the most sustainable of 
the mainstream designers in this study, Kit Willow, is not immune from the practice of 
continuous creation; she has produced at least three collections per year since the launch of 
KITX in 2015. As reported by a journalist who suggested to Willow the most sustainable action 
would be to stop creating more garments, she “dismisses the notion” and instead explained, 
“There is a positive impact from wearing a killer jacket or dress – it elevates your mood. And I 
love creating, it’s an amazing thrill” (Epaminondas, 2016).  
The characteristic of continuous creation can be understood as part of the element of the 
business structure. These are fashion companies after all, they must sell garments to stay in 
business. And garments do wear out over time, though not at the rate many mainstream labels 
would have us believe. However, the emphasis on personal style, including changing or updating 
one’s personal style, represents a fashion-specific limitation to the sustainable transition of the 
fashion practice complex. Maybe the industry would collapse if the fashion cycle slowed down, 
maybe it wouldn’t (though it would certainly look different), but as long as discussions of 
sustainability continue to be trumped by discussions of aesthetics, the practice of mainstream 
fashion design risks remaining decidedly unsustainable.  
 
AIDING TRANSITIONS: HYBRID PRACTICES PUTTING PEOPLE FIRST 
One aspect of the fashion industry that appears to escape the allure of EM is the final stage 
of production – CMT – because, so far, technology cannot replace the necessity of human hands 
to sew a garment. Technological advances have been made in raw material creation and sourcing, 
as well as low-chemical and low-water fabric dyeing (Fletcher, 2014; Gordon & Hill, 2015; Gwilt 
& Rissanen, 2011; Hethorn & Ulasewicz, 2015), but to this day a human being must sit at a 
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sewing machine (or hand stitch!) to construct each and every garment on the planet. It is 
somewhat ironic that an industry obsessed with the endless quest for the new remains a last 
bastion for human labour. The need for human labour has led to an industry rife with labour 
rights abuses, but is it possible to harness this personal touch to instead offer insights toward a 
sustainable practice of fashion? Instead of relying on technological innovations, could fashion’s 
revolution instead come from a focus on the humanity within the practice? In this section I 
consider the performances of two Australian hybrid fashion labels – those that were founded 
with similar goals and motivations as sustainable fashion entrepreneurs, but have wide 
distribution channels and larger volumes of production enabling greater access to sustainable 
fashion. I suggest that these labels have not only successfully introduced sustainable elements 
into their performances of fashion, but that they have done so through stepping back from the 
“cool professional” or “rational” perspectives that mark many sustainable business enactments, 
and instead integrated people-focused elements, bringing the humanity into the entire practice of 
fashion, not just the element of CMT. 
KITX 
Kit Willow was motivated to create KITX sustainably following her infamous ousting from 
her previous eponymous label, Willow (Wells, 2013). She openly discusses how she used her 
unexpected time off to return to her environmental values and regularly recounts the story of the 
Chinese farmer who intuitively learned permaculture and started to plant apple trees near cotton 
fields as a natural way to combat pests. She felt compelled to meet him upon hearing his story, 
and once she did meet him she knew his was the source of organic cotton she wanted to use, 
building a relationship not unlike those found in a number of entrepreneurships. Willow’s 
performance of fashion is marked by these human interactions, the acknowledgement that each 
decision she makes – each element she integrates – has a reach beyond her own design practice. 
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As she explains, KITX was born from a spirit of Kindness, Integrity and Transparency (X stands 
for the future). 
At an Australian Fashion Council event in 2015 Willow spoke of the potential of a specific 
group of people to innovate a sustainable fashion practice – creatives:  
I feel like the creative force of the world needs to come in and create beautiful 
solutions for consumers… it’s their responsibility to actually come up with a solution, 
because they think outside the square…[fabric agents] are not going to solve it, the 
consumer’s not going to solve it, it’s the creative world that’s going to solve it, 
because politicians are not going to solve it, either. 
This statement marks a point of departure of her performance of fashion compared to other 
mainstream practitioners because instead of deflecting responsibility, she has positioned the 
fashion industry as saviours of the crisis. Willow’s sense of her own responsibility to create 
solutions, not problems, mimics that of many entrepreneurs including Kelly Elkin from ALAS, 
who was quoted in Chapter Three as saying, “When I started studying fashion it was a conscious 
decision that I would try and change it from the inside,” taking the responsibility upon herself to 
learn sustainable fashion tactics because it was not yet in her school’s curriculum. Willow 
similarly implicates herself in solving the problem – she takes a personal approach, not solely 
discussing abstract notions of “style,” “the consumer experience” or “the system” as so many 
mainstream practitioners do, but rather taking ownership of sustainable innovations and 
challenging other designers to do the same.  
The introduction of sustainable elements into KITX’s performance of sustainable fashion 
was greatly aided by Willow’s existing professional network. Willow received a lot of information 
from her connections at Kering, a global luxury fashion company that has introduced a number 
of sustainable elements into its various performances of fashion (it owns Stella McCartney, 
Gucci, Balenciaga, Puma, Volcom and dozens more). Kering made headlines by being the first 
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fashion company to use an Environmental Profit and Loss (EP&L) statement (Cofino, 2011), 
which puts a cost on the environmental impact of clothing production and retail; Kering shares 
the EP&L methodology for free on their website to encourage other designers to improve their 
sustainability initiatives. The EP&L enabled Kering to determine that its biggest impact was at 
the point of raw material extraction (as compared to the energy needs of the production facilities, 
for instance) – information it shares with other designers including Willow, who emphasises 
sustainable fabrics in her performance of fashion design. Willow spent time researching on her 
own but also admitted that “the people that I’ve spoken to [in the industry] have put me onto 
the better leads in general,” demonstrating how networks influence the reproduction of 
sustainable changes to a practice; once one practitioner has successfully introduced sustainable 
elements (and is willing to share information) other practitioners can more easily integrate those 
same elements into their own sustainable performance of fashion. In return, Willow regularly 
shares information with other practitioners, further aiding the reproduction of sustainable 
performances of fashion.  
Sharing of resources is a major shift in the notoriously competitive and secretive practice of 
mainstream fashion, as Clare Press highlighted in her memory of starting her (now closed) 
fashion label: 
No one would even tell me how to make my label. I remember asking friends, “Can 
you tell me who your maker is?” and they’d [say] “Nope! I spent years trying to  
find them!”  
Yet for some hybrid brands (and arguably the most innovative brands) like KITX and Kering, 
there has been a shift in perception of other labels from “competitor” to “colleague trying to 
improve sustainability,” injecting a sense of humanity into a previously cold business practice.22 
																																																													
22 Outdoor apparel brand Patagonia has been revered for its radical transparency in terms of sharing the 
innovation for its natural rubber wetsuit material called Yulex. Even before Yulex was created the 
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When combined with Willow’s motivations of reviving her environmental values and the 
personal connection she felt with the Chinese organic cotton farmer (and innovator), it becomes 
apparent that key elements in her performance of fashion can be identified from the label name 
itself – kindness, integrity and transparency – Willow’s personal values influencing the 
performance of the practice in a way similar to entrepreneurs, but on a larger scale because of 
her industry networks and experience. 
Dharma Bums 
Personal motives and an entrepreneurial spirit are also present in activewear label Dharma 
Bums. Founded with $15,000 of personal savings and growing to a multimillion-dollar business 
selling globally in just over two years, Dharma Bums is an example of a sustainable label that has 
been able to break into the mainstream market without a strong fashion system connection. Part 
of this success can be attributed to the attention placed on people in their design and production 
practice. Similar to Willow and the other entrepreneurs, designer Debbie Lawson had strong 
personal motivations to launch her brand. After working in fashion design for over 20 years, 
including for Topshop and Tesco in the UK and Big W in Australia, Lawson took a two-year 
sabbatical to become a yoga teacher. At the same time, she was “trying to find a [way] to shop 
that was more compatible with my newfound belief system, [and] Dharma Bums was founded 
out of those two things merging.” Her belief in the yoga tenant of ahimsa – non-harm – meant 
that she could no longer produce clothing using unethical labour practices, and as such all 
Dharma Bums products are produced in Australia at ECA-accredited facilities.  
The importance of humanity and ahimsa appears positioned above the financial bottom line, 
truly setting this label apart from its mainstream counterparts. As Lawson explains: 
																																																																																																																																																																																													
company shared its insights through books like Let My People Go Surfing (Chouinard, 2016) and The 
Responsible Company (Chouinard & Stanley, 2012). While not included in the analysis above because it is not 
strictly speaking a “fashion” company and it was founded with sustainable values, Patagonia warrants 
mention as a continuous source of inspiration for many sustainable businesses, including fashion labels. 
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If someone would come into this business to buy it, unless they had the same values 
as us, they would say, “Take it offshore and you’ll double your profits” and that’s 
absolutely true. I just don’t think it’s an empowering way for a business to behave. 
Compared to the comments from Midrange Brand’s COO and his worry over shrinking margins, 
Lawson exudes confidence in this decision. Her personal motivations are the driving force of 
this element of her performance, very similar to most sustainable fashion entrepreneurs.  
However she has managed to scale up her sales and production at an unprecedented rate 
compared to the entrepreneurs discussed in Chapter Three. 
Many of the elements of Dharma Bum’s performance of fashion appear to come straight out 
of an EM handbook and the economic benefits are hard to ignore – lean production, low waste, 
selling direct to customers, and fast turnaround all add to the economic bottom line. However, 
Dharma Bums is committed to offering the garments at a reasonable price, charging less than 
activewear leader Lululemon, which ensures ethically-produced garments are accessible to a 
relatively wide demographic. Dharma Bums’ focus remains human-centred, not just on 
customers but employees, which is made apparent via the respect with which Lawson speaks of 
her team, including the in-house machinists: 
If I’m trying to construct a garment they’ll say to me, “That’s not going to work – 
you need to attach it this way, or we need to look at a different machine there” – 
they’re just so incredibly wise and knowledgeable. 
Lawson relies on the expertise of her employees, acknowledging the humanity in each role 
throughout the business from machinists to customer service representatives to the people 
working in the warehouse. In addition to the deep respect Lawson has for her team, she credits 
much of the label’s success to social media, in particular yoga selfies that helped quickly spread 
visuals of their bright and eccentric yoga pants around the world – tapping into the human 
nature of the end-user of the garment as well.  
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Lawson’s design approach reflects what Janet Hethorn calls “User-Centred Innovation” in 
her work on sustaining people in the practice of sustainable fashion (2015, p. 51). Instead of 
focusing on the garment, or the object, Hethorn urges designers to focus on the wearer and her 
experience of the aesthetic, function and fit of the garment. As a yoga practitioner herself, 
Lawson is able to consider the functionality of the garment from her own experience, and she 
also relies on feedback from other yoga instructors – whom she invites to the studio to try on 
and test the pants – to improve the design. The company is very agile and produces small 
batches locally with very little excess – if a product sells well, they make more, if not, they 
discontinue it, in an attempt to sell through all their clothing. Lawson constantly creates but is 
also comfortable remaking popular styles because they “continually give [their] customers what 
they want.” Criticism of yoga selfies notwithstanding (Cowans, 2016), clever business practices 
paired with ethical production that positions people ahead of profit have enabled this 
entrepreneur to break through to the mainstream. 
Bringing people together, putting people first 
Some activist organisations are following the hybrid practitioners’ lead of transparency and 
shared information between competing labels. As referenced in Chapter Two of this thesis, 
BWA, Oxfam, Fashion Revolution, and Stop the Traffik have hosted three industry forums 
encouraging open dialogue between labels in order to overcome the hurdles of engaging overseas 
factories in ethical discussions. Attendees must abide by “Chatham House Rules” – whatever is 
said in the session stays in the session. Jasmin Mawson from BWA confirmed that around 25 
companies are represented in the forums and she thought, “there was a lot of genuine 
collaboration that came out of [those forums], at least genuine desire to start implementing 
strategies around the living wage.” Lucy King of CRG similarly commented on the positive 
nature of the sessions, explaining that: 
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Everyone seemed so engaged. And I think for me…the most valuable part of it was 
the informal discussions taking place around the room, the Q&A session, and people 
being a bit more willing to share. And I think for retailers, you do feel uncomfortable 
sitting around a room together, [because] it’s a very competitive industry, and that’s 
[how it’s] always been – you don’t talk to other retailers.  
There is enormous potential for improved supply chain transparency and ethical production if 
Australian labels band together and form a united front. As outlined earlier, Australian fashion 
companies are very small relative to global brands, and if multiple brands work together on 
agreements with overseas factories, they can create larger volumes that may enable them to 
dictate stricter ethical regulations or environmental specifications in fabrics than when acting 
alone. Forming personal relationships with competitors should aid in this transition, but it relies 
on changes in the industry to stop viewing each other only as “competitors” and instead consider 
each other as fellow practitioners of fashion who are all working to transform the practice to a 
more sustainable one. 
An industry outsider pulled together a wide range of apparel industry representatives to talk 
about clothing recycling in 2016. Engineering firm Edge Environment specialises in lifecycle 
analysis and has worked with multiple industries to develop cradle-to-cradle strategies for various 
materials and products, and their event, “Circular Threads,” attracted the usual suspects of 
sustainable fashion activists as well as city council representatives who have implemented 
clothing recycling schemes in apartment buildings, EPA representatives, and people who work in 
the rag trade at workwear apparel production and recycling factories. It was an interesting 
collection of people in the textile industry, not tailored to fashion as much as workwear, and 
took an innovative approach where the competitiveness of the industry was set aside, and human 
connections were made within and across industry lines to solve what the facilitator called “the 
wicked problem” of clothing waste. Perhaps this was what was needed – an outsider perspective 
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with an open mind to pull together a wide group of people and industries to start to creatively 
think through this problem together, to counteract fashion’s typical competitive nature. No 
definitive initiatives were decided upon that day, but there was a productive networking session 
that focused on people collaborating to create real and innovative solutions. 
In addition to industry connections, there remains enormous potential for the mainstream 
fashion industry to continue making connections between the wearers and producers of clothing, 
a significant step toward an ethical practice of fashion (McRobbie, 1997a). Patagonia is 
attempting this with its “Footprint Chronicles” tracing supply chains, but no mainstream 
Australian fashion label is yet radically opening up their supply chain in this way. This connection 
is part of the goal of the global Fashion Revolution campaign, yet despite a few brands posting 
photos during Fashion Revolution week of their factories and sharing their list of suppliers, there 
is no ongoing, radical transparency throughout mainstream Australian fashion producers that is 
making a concerted effort to show who produces the clothes or raw materials. 
What if the makers and wearers of fashion were placed at the centre of the fashion practice 
instead of visual aesthetics? Would this engender a stronger connection to garments and a 
greater sense of wellbeing that in turn strengthens the value of clothing in the consumers’ minds? 
Or will aesthetics continue to trump all in any discussion of fashion – sustainable or otherwise? 
As discussed by Kit Willow: 
It's about the design and feel of the product, that the customer has to connect with. 
[Sustainability is] not blurted out in neon lights, because then you're saying, 'I'm 
sustainable! Buy me!' But, if it looks like shit, why should she? If it doesn't look good 
and it's not desirable, it defeats the purpose (Unreich, 2016). 
Yet desire goes far beyond visual style and design. It certainly contains what Willow refers to as 
“the feel” and includes the way a garment sits on one’s body, how a fabric feels in one’s hands, 
the emotional experience of the wearer in the clothes (Entwistle, 2000a) (these concepts will be 
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elaborated in Chapter Five). Putting people first in terms of customer wants and needs in a 
garment in this regard can include using safer materials – natural, non-toxic fabrics since our skin 
is our largest organ and absorbs what touches it – and also what makes them feel great as a 
person in their clothing.23 This also entails the fashion system, particularly how fashion is 
represented in the media, including what models are used, and how often new collections are 
released and generating desire to consume. Putting people first means considering the wellbeing 
of the customer, not just the visual aesthetic desire, though even amongst the hybrid brands 
aesthetics appear to take priority. Is it possible for the industry to support aesthetic significance 
that adds value to the clothing but doesn’t diminish consumer self-esteem? By positioning 
humanity above the fashion system, can the industry move towards a sustainable practice? 
	
CONCLUSION 
Lucy King of CRG and I met just hours before she was to speak on a panel for Clean Cut 
Fashion at MBFW, and she confessed: 
There’s one question that I’m a bit nervous about but I think we have to answer it, 
around fast fashion and consumption and continuous sales. Because I think it’s 
bigger than us, so I don’t think at the end of the day [CRG] have a responsibility 
for it [and] I’m not 100% sure how I’m going to answer it to be honest. 
As it turns out the question was not raised at the event (potentially aided by Clean Cut editing 
questions from the audience), but the notion of “who is responsible for increased fashion 
consumption?” hangs in the air during most of my interviews. None of the local brands 
interviewed believe they are a fast fashion company (even H&M shies away from the title), and 
the local brands I interviewed do not believe they compete with fast fashion because of 
																																																													
23 The focus on making a woman feel great about herself in her clothing was most apparent with 
sustainable fashion entrepreneur Kelli Donovan of Pure Pod, see Chapter Three for more details.  
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differences in quality and business models, though some acknowledge that consumers probably 
buy from all types of fashion brands, like the MD of Designer Brand who said, “I think people 
buy a bigger variety of labels from luxury to fast fashion these days.” The distancing of 
Australian brands from fast fashion retailers can be interpreted as a distancing from 
responsibility of the damage caused by the fashion industry as if to suggest, “We aren’t the ones 
you have a problem with – it’s those fast fashion retailers over there,” while H&M – an actual 
fast fashion retailer – continues to deflect blame with messages that focus on customer self-
expression. The lack of responsibility coming from most brands is reminiscent of broader trends 
of responsibility deflection coming from government and other industries throughout the history 
of climate change activism (Dryzek et al., 2013, 2011). 
Though 2015 did mark a turning point for the Australian fashion industry in terms of greater 
awareness of sustainable fashion, the industry remains largely unsustainable with little evidence it 
will drastically change practices in the near future. There have been no progressive ideas put 
forward by any company in terms of radically adjusting business practices to truly lessen their 
environmental impact or improve labour standards. The slow rate of transition in mainstream 
fashion practices as a result of sustainable business myths, the fashion system and the focus on 
aesthetics above all else gives the impression of a lack of authenticity in many brands’ 
sustainability initiatives. These are fashion businesses – their role is to sell clothing – yet there 
does not appear to be genuine interest in reconsidering business models to be truly sustainable. 
Performances of the mainstream fashion brands discussed in this chapter all offer moments 
of hope for sustainable transition and also indicate limitations in their approach that slows 
progress. Pathways to introduce sustainable elements become clear upon detailed analysis of 
each performance, including the important role of networks within the fashion practice complex 
for reproducing sustainable practices. The element that remains most problematic in most 
performances is the constant creation of seasonal ranges and their promotion centred on 
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generating consumer desire. This is most problematic in larger, publicly traded businesses that 
rely on high volumes to generate required (desired?) profits, but even Designer Brand creates 
two new seasons each year, as do most sustainable fashion entrepreneurs and the hybrid labels 
discussed in this chapter. Of course labels must sell product to stay in business, but questions 
remain regarding how much product needs to be sold, and how heavily a fashion label claiming 
sustainable practices can and should promote desire and consumption.  
The Australian fashion industry is not without its challenges. Increased global competition 
and a changing market that includes multinational fast fashion and luxury brands is rocking the 
local industry. But could an argument be made for the potential of the Australian industry to 
differentiate itself from the global players by investing and innovating in sustainable practices? 
What if it shed its reliance on BAU and economic norms that guide most sustainable businesses 
and committed to revolutionise the industry – impacting the entire fashion practice complex? 
Could radical innovation in both sustainability and design be possible, addressing Clare Press’ 
qualm with the sustainable fashion industry when she says: 
In most cases it’s not that [the clothes are] ugly, but they’re not rocking my world, 
they’re not innovating. They might be innovative in terms of production techniques, 
or the supply chains, but they need to innovate with the style because fashion is style.  
Many sustainable fashion practitioners would argue that design has improved to a great extent in 
recent years, making this challenge seem within the realm of possibility. 
It is a complex predicament, trying to untangle the unsustainable elements of the mainstream 
fashion industry. On the one hand, the industry does not appear willing to change its conduct 
radically enough to enable a sustainable fashion practice. And it remains unclear how much sway 
the local Australian industry can have on overseas suppliers and factories, even if they band 
together and make demands of their supply chain as a united front. On the other, it is unrealistic 
to expect small sustainable fashion entrepreneurs to clothe the masses, particularly considering 
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the number of consumers who do not expect to pay for the true cost of clothing and the limited 
volume of clothing able to be created by small businesses; the scale of the problems calls for 
solutions to also come from the largest players. Extracting unsustainable elements from the 
fashion industry undoubtedly requires a multi-pronged approach and may include a shift from 
prioritising benefits to the system to prioritising benefits to the people involved throughout the 
practice. What would it really mean to put the wearer’s needs and desires front and centre? How 
can the people involved in fashion production be actively considered while simultaneously 
supporting consumer desire for self-expression? Furthermore, how does the social role of 
fashion play into a radically different mode of fashion consumption? This examination of the 
Australian mainstream fashion industry has raised many questions, but it also suggests the 
potential to reinvent the practice with the introduction of some – potentially radical, but also 
reproducible – elements including maintaining the humanity of the practice, and breaking other 
links, including those that support sustainable business myths. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
Wardrobe stories: Uncovering everyday fashion consumption 
 
 
So, I guess like a lot of women…we buy all sorts of things for different reasons. – Laura, aged 50 
 
INTRODUCTION 
As I head into Bridget’s1 bedroom to conduct this wardrobe examination I’m suddenly very 
aware of the intimate space I’m entering. No longer the familiar interview setting of a café, 
shopping centre, or even someone’s lounge room, the bedroom takes this interviewer-
interviewee relationship to another level. I feel even more aware of my deception (disguising my 
sustainable fashion activist role and focus of the study)2 as we cross the threshold into her light 
and airy bedroom, her private space, so I can see Bridget’s wardrobe.  
I met Bridget, a 37-year-old project manager living in Bondi Beach, in a café earlier this 
morning to start our interview, focusing first on her shopping habits. She told me that she drops 
into the nearby hole-in-the-wall op shop about once a week. Located inside an old church and 
run by locals in her neighbourhood, the shop isn’t affiliated with any of the larger chains like 
Vinnies or Salvos, which means it is not professionally merchandised and there are plenty of 
bargains. Recently she “splurged” and spent $30 on a designer Anthea Crawford blazer3 in bright 
turquoise bouclé (Figure 5.1). She hasn’t worn it yet because, “it’s quite bright turquoise [but] I 
cannot give it away, it’s such a good find.” The colour really suits Bridget, but she dresses how she 
feels each day, and lately she’s been wearing dark and neutral colours, “because I’m tired. I 
haven’t been well.” She suffers from a chronic medical condition and flare-ups can leave her 
																																																													
1 All participants in this chapter have been given pseudonyms. 
2 Wardrobe examination participants were unaware of my role in the sustainable fashion movement. This 
approach was approved by the University of Sydney Human Research Ethics Committee (HREC), 
approval number 2014/695. 
3 New blazers by this label retail for $500.	
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exhausted for weeks. She has also gained weight in recent years because of her illness and is still 
learning to dress for her current shape. She explains, “When you don’t feel well you go to your 
comfort pieces, your ‘safe’ pieces that you know you can just throw on and they’ll always look 
alright.” But she hasn’t given up on the blazer: “One day I’ll go, ‘Oooh! I really feel like wearing 
this jacket!’”  
 
Figure 5.1: The Anthea Crawford blazer. Author’s own image. 
After striking out at the op shop (it was unexpectedly closed), Bridget takes me to a local 
boutique to – finally – buy a handbag she’s had her eye on for weeks. She examines the quality of 
the stitching and the various pouches, tests that her wallet and phone fit inside, asks my opinion 
of the bag, asks the sales assistant where it was made (India), then pulls out her credit card to 
finalise the sale. As an added bonus, the bag has turquoise detailing and will go perfectly with the 
Anthea Crawford blazer, which she offers to show me in person along with the variety of other 
pieces she has described to me throughout the interview – which brings us to her bedroom, that 
personal space of rest and dressing. My tension eases almost immediately, though, as Bridget 
runs her hand over the racks with such familiarity and ease, searching for pieces to discuss with 
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me. Once I see all of Bridget’s garments hung and displayed – some in a closet, some on clothes 
racks, scarves hung behind the door and more pieces stored artfully in a dresser – the story of 
her wardrobe, and ultimately her fashion consumption practice, becomes clearer.4 
Bridget’s experiences of fashion consumption range from mundane to pleasurable to painful, 
often in the course of one day (or one outfit). Her personal performance of fashion 
consumption is constructed from aspects of her job, her health, her lifestyle, and her expendable 
income. Bridget’s layered experience is not unusual as consumers often navigate a myriad of 
influences each time they purchase clothing, which leads to the question: Where does 
sustainability fit into the lived practice of fashion consumption? This question guides the analysis 
in this chapter alongside further quandaries, such as: what are the typical elements of the practice 
of fashion consumption? What does “fashion” mean to consumers, the end users of the 
garments and accessories that have come through the highly managed and mediated fashion 
system? What conventions of everyday life influence not only the clothes we buy and wear, but 
also the patterns of fashion consumption? What can the experiences of Australian shoppers tell 
us about how to encourage a sustainable shift in the practice of fashion consumption?  
In this chapter I take a somewhat circuitous route to address the question plaguing 
sustainable fashion activists and designers: how can we convince fashion lovers to buy 
sustainable fashion? I did not directly ask consumers about ethical consumption and this chapter 
will not provide a singular response, or necessarily provide a clear roadmap to increased 
sustainable fashion consumption. Rather than offering what would likely be incomplete 
solutions, I aim to trouble the understanding of fashion consumption practices in order to draw 
a more complete and realistic picture of fashion in everyday life. Instead of imagining an ideal 
																																																													
4 This was my first wardrobe examination and demonstrated to me almost immediately how important it 
was to get inside the wardrobe space and see the totality of participants’ fashion collection, including the 
way participants seemed to relax and open up as soon as they were looking at and touching the familiar 
objects of their clothing. 
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future fashion saved by techno fixes – like sustainable fabrics, recycling innovations and 
behaviour change techniques – or writing off the entire practice of fashion consumption because 
it is too late to change our overconsumptive ways, I continue the practice-based inquiry that has 
dominated this thesis to understand fashion consumption as a socially and culturally specific 
practice. Through an examination of the specific enactments of fashion consumption performed 
by my participants, the multiple elements that construct an everyday practice of fashion 
consumption are identified. This mapping offers a better understanding of which elements 
integrate in unsustainable performances of fashion consumption and how they might be re-
imagined, altered or removed to enable a sustainable transition of the practice. 
Through analysis of wardrobe examinations with fashion lovers I discuss the ordinary 
aesthetics of dressing for everyday life. I argue that fashion consumption already encompasses a 
wide range of considerations and emotional experiences that impact the likelihood of sustainable 
enactments of the practice. Experiences of practical negotiations and self-fashioning outside the 
fashion system are entangled with the tensions between the pleasures and angsts of fashion 
consumption. In other words, the practice of fashion consumption is already layered and 
treacherous well before issues of sustainability are considered, and the sustainable fashion 
movement must recognise and address this complexity if it hopes to fruitfully engage with 
fashion consumers and help transition the fashion practice complex toward sustainability. I also 
highlight elements already present in the fashion lovers’ enactments of consumption that support 
sustainability to demonstrate multiple modes of practicing sustainable fashion.  
 
WEAVING CONSUMERS INTO THE FASHION PRACTICE COMPLEX 
This thesis began with a critique of anti-consumerism tactics to address fashion’s 
environmental and human rights issues, and an argument for a social practice based approach to 
sustainable fashion that would reduce the onus on the consumer to create change. Fashion 
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shopping exists within and around certain structures, including the fashion system and consumer 
culture, and asking the consumer to change her habits without addressing these structures is 
futile. After examining aspects of these structures, including Australia’s sustainable fashion 
movement, sustainable fashion entrepreneurs and the role of sustainability in popular retail 
brands, it is time to weave the consumer back into the story. Just as the practices of fashion 
design, production and promotion are integral to the fashion practice complex (Figure 3.1), so 
too is the practice of fashion consumption (which I define here as the combined practices of 
buying, wearing and caring for clothing, though each could be considered a practice in its own 
right). Without consumers buying fashion, the entire complex would collapse.  
Earlier chapters considered the overlap in particular elements between consumption and 
production practices, specifically the need for brand meaning to align with consumer identity 
and/or aspiration in order for a garment to be desirable (see Fig 3.3). The other practices in the 
complex also look toward consumption to measure their successes and gain insights for their 
next steps. In the case of design and retail, purchase trends are commonly measured to 
determine best sellers in terms of style, material, colour and customer satisfaction with the 
shopping experience (Newman & Patel, 2004; Otieno, Harrow, & Lea-Greenwood, 2005). In 
addition, fashion elements can also flow from consumption to production, as designers look to 
streetstyle trends for inspiration (Polhemus, 1994). Far from the connections in the complex 
being one-way, the interrelated practices of fashion are constantly interacting with one another 
for feedback and stimulation, and consumption is a crucial component.  
As addressed in earlier chapters, research indicates that concerns about higher prices, limited 
accessibility and poor aesthetic style limit the consumption of sustainable fashion (Connell, 2010; 
Niinimaki, 2010; Ritch & Schroder, 2012; Zane et al., 2016). The recent surge in sustainable 
fashion labels has gone some way toward alleviating these barriers with a range of aesthetic styles 
and prices available, including many on par with mid-range fashion labels, but sustainable 
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fashion has yet to become mainstream or even widely understood. A detailed examination of the 
practice of fashion consumption can deepen the understanding of known barriers to sustainable 
fashion, which should help indicate potential pathways toward changes in the practice. 
Of particular concern regarding fashion consumption is the balance individuals achieve 
between self-expression and societal pressures in their consumption performance. Fashion 
theorists have addressed the tension between the self and the social as enacted through 
fashionable dress throughout the twentieth century (Barthes, 1983; Simmel, 1997; Veblen, 1899, 
among others). As Michael Carter notes, while many writers on fashion agree “that clothes and 
fashion are social phenomena,” the definition of “social” varies between using clothes as 
modesty, for communication, or to prove (or alter) one’s social standing (2003, p. xiii). 
Regardless of the specific understanding, the role of the social also highlights a particular 
challenge for encouraging sustainable changes to the practice of fashion consumption. The 
consumer is never acting solely on her/his own preferences but, as I examine in this chapter, 
practicing fashion consumption through a complex integration of personal and social 
considerations, skills, emotions and meanings that constitute the elements of the practice.  
The role of the clothing itself is of particular significance in the practice of fashion 
consumption.  As outlined in Chapter Three, material elements are central to Shove et al.’s 
theory of the dynamics of social practices because they co-construct practices alongside elements 
of meaning and skill (2012). Here Shove et al. have built upon the work of Bruno Latour, who 
emphasises that artefacts are not merely carriers of ascribed meaning but actually shape the 
practices of daily life:  
They are not “reflecting” it, as if the “reflected” society existed somewhere else and 
was made of some other stuff. They are in large part the stuff out of which socialness 
is made (2000, p. 113).   
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While Shove et al. do not adopt all aspects of actor-network theory, their theory of the dynamics 
of social practice emphasises the fundamental role of materials in everyday life. As such, the 
garments perused, bought, worn and washed throughout everyday life are essential to the 
development of our social world and significant materials in the practice of fashion 
consumption. Alison Gill and Abby Mellick Lopes note, “A sustainable material culture is more 
about making new relationships than making new things” (2011, p. 321). Understanding the 
existing relationships between elements in the practice of fashion consumption – including the 
role of the garments themselves – should ease the creation of new relationships and support the 
reproduction of sustainable enactments of the practice.  
Examining wardrobes 
In order to gain an understanding of the existing relationships between elements I went to an 
important source of fashion consumption – the wardrobe. Wardrobe examinations were 
conducted with 18 self-identified “fashion lovers” residing in the greater Sydney region.5 The 
final group of participants was predominantly white and middle-class, though the amount of 
disposable income spent on fashion varied depending on each participant’s circumstances.6 In 
his seminal text on ethnography, Clifford Geertz suggests that analysing culture is “not an 
experimental science in search of law but an interpretive one in search of meaning” (1973, p. 5). 
While not strictly ethnography, the research for this chapter was conducted with an 
ethnographer’s intent. I did not merely document what garments were in each wardrobe to 
present a factual account of how each item was purchased, rather, my job as researcher was to 
listen to these wardrobe stories, interpret them, and seek meaning through my interpretation. My 
																																																													
5 See Appendix 5 for participant details and additional recruitment information. One professional fashion 
stylist was also interviewed for this portion of the study in addition to the “consumer” participants. 
6 There is a socioeconomic limitation to this study because the majority of participants are middle class 
working professionals. This may be because this demographic has more time available to participate in 
this type of research, or it is the demographic more likely to identify as a “fashion lover” because of a 
certain amount of disposable income, or because of recruitment techniques.	
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findings “are not privileged, just particular” (Geertz, 1973, p. 23), and the specific realities of my 
participants’ fashion consumption habits allowed me to identify meaning and complexity in their 
enactments of the practice.  
It is common practice in feminist research to not simply ask questions but to engage in a 
dialogue with one’s participants (Oakley 1988, Stuart 1993). The role of dialogue felt especially 
important during the wardrobe examinations in order to demonstrate my shared understanding 
of the meaning of particular fashion items, labels and trends to build rapport with my 
participants and to demonstrate I was “expert” enough to study fashion. There was also an 
expectancy of “fashion talk’” with participants since I had advertised I was seeking “fellow 
fashion lovers”; this talk was an important aspect of building rapport. Despite the need for 
dialogue, during wardrobe examinations I did not disclose my role as a sustainable fashion 
activist nor the sustainability focus of the study in order to manage the attitude-behaviour gap in 
sustainable practices. I did not want false sustainability behaviour reported, nor did I want 
participants to feel shamed when discussing issues of ethics and sustainability in fashion if they 
knew the purpose of the research and my role in the field. Rather I aimed to keep the discussion 
on the participants’ specific enactments of fashion consumption; sustainability issues were only 
discussed when a participant brought up the topic. However, the sustainability focus of the 
research played a key role when interpreting the data, allowing me to consider how my 
participants’ wardrobe stories connected with other elements in the fashion practice complex 
and the implications for sustainable enactments of the practice.  
The wardrobe examinations combined oral history/in-depth interview techniques with aided 
recall tactics using clothing in my participants’ wardrobes. A typical interview would consist of 
introductory questions about the importance of fashion to the participant, why they love it, what 
they don’t like about it, and what they thought of the word “fashion” in order to establish 
rapport before entering the more intimate space of a bedroom. Once there, I would ask 
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participants to talk me through some of their favourite pieces in their wardrobe, and explain why 
each item was a favourite. This portion of the interview usually started slow, with participants 
unsure what to select or perhaps nervous about admitting what was a favourite – a fair amount 
of fashion posturing often occurred in these first moments with participants wanting to 
demonstrate their fashion nous – but once participants became comfortable with me an hour (or 
more) would rapidly pass as they shared the stories behind their garments. There were a few 
early instances where I went shopping with participants on a shopping “go along,” which 
Kusenbach describes as a hybrid between observation and interviews that can offer advantages 
when researching activities in everyday lived experiences (2003).  I initially intended to complete 
fashion go-alongs with all participants, but following a pilot period it became clear that wardrobe 
examinations provided a more useful space for collecting data. Participants were more open and 
reflective in the private space of their home and shared a greater depth of detail when reflecting 
on past purchases in contrast to talking through current purchase decisions. 
I recorded the interviews (and later transcribed them) and photographed the garments 
discussed. The photographs were taken to aid my research as I reviewed them alongside 
interview transcripts. However, the camera also worked as a tool to encourage participants to 
pull their favourite items all the way out of the wardrobe and talk at length about the garment 
while the item was held up or laid out to be photographed. The camera seemed to act as a 
comfort – the focus was on the garment and not the participant – and to provide an excuse for 
the participant to open up in greater detail.  The result of the wardrobe examinations was a depth 
of detail relating to topics such as: emotional states when purchasing or receiving a garment, 
location of purchase, reason for purchase, memories and emotions associated with a garment, 
and how outfits are put together on any given day.  
The reliance on the garments themselves is important to this research given the role of 
material elements in social practice theory, but the participants also revealed particular skills and 
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meanings of their consumption performances through the telling of their wardrobe stories. 
Sometimes participants would try garments on for me, or show me photos of themselves 
wearing the outfit. The ability to look at and touch the clothing brought memories to the 
forefront. The time spent amongst the wardrobes, garments and accessories offered incredible 
gritty detail, which ultimately provided the specificity needed to map the practice of fashion 
consumption via the lived realities of the garments and owners. 
One aim of this study is to broaden the understanding of fashion consumption and refrain 
from group-making tendencies that are popular in fashion consumer behaviour studies (see 
Goldsmith, Moore, & Beaudoin, 1999; Huddleston, Ford, & Bickle, 1993; Solomon & Rabolt, 
2009 among others). All participants are “fashion lovers,” yet instead of finding tidy 
demographics or shopping caricatures engaged in self-indulgence or meaningful ritual and 
sacrifice (D. Miller, 1998), I encountered a number of unique personalities with multilayered 
experiences of fashion consumption. For example, there is the new mum, Paige, who is 
rebuilding her work wardrobe for an extremely conservative office environment after a year’s 
maternity leave; the hoarder-turned-minimalist, Xavier, who culled over $50,000 worth of 
clothing from his wardrobe last year; and Padma, a recent migrant from Mumbai, India, who is 
using fashion to fit in with her new country. There were many who have worked in the fashion 
industry, and some that still do, as a dressmaker, a PR-rep, a boutique owner, a fashion writer, a 
fashion illustrator, and a legal expert on fashion regulations. There were tidy wardrobes and 
overstuffed wardrobes (Figure 5.2), multiple ways of storing shoes and seasonal clothing, and 
many references to shopping with their mothers. Some participants were extremely confident in 
sharing their stories with me, while others were timid and sought my approval that what they 
showed me was, indeed, fashionable. There was also a lot of “fashion talk” between interviewer 
and interviewee – a conspiratorial tone accompanying tips on sample sale locations, tales of 
incredible bargains, or admissions of paying full price for a designer piece and having zero 
regrets – as participants demonstrated their shopping skills.  Participants were not selected based 
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on any preferences toward sustainable fashion, and were not asked directly about sustainable 
fashion. Some participants did mention issues of sweatshops, plastic microfibers or organic 
cotton as playing a role in their consumption choices, however, which will be discussed later in 
this chapter. 
 
Figure 5.2: Montage of various wardrobes of participants. Author’s own image. 
 
The shopping practice of Australian fashion lovers 
Analysis of the wardrobe stories informed the below map of the practice of fashion 
consumption (Figure 5.3). Elements that relate to garment aesthetics are clearly present – 
including identity/self-expression, fabrics, understanding trends, inspiration and aspiration. 
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There are also a number of practical elements, in particular the perceived appropriateness for 
work/lifestyle, time available for shopping, budget and location of retailers.  Memories, emotions 
and personal experiences also play a role in fashion consumption. As with other practices, the 
general elements remain the same for all practitioners (all people who shop for clothing); it is the 
specific performance of element integration that differs among consumers – which fabrics, what 
retailer, how much money, what emotions, etc. In my participants’ performances, the complexity 
of the practice becomes apparent. There are some sustainable enactments taking place, however 
for the most part there remains a challenge of introducing sustainability elements into an already 
layered practice marked by everyday practicalities, self-expression and emotional experiences. 
 
 
 
	
Figure 5.3: Common elements in the practice of fashion consumption. Author’s own image.	
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ORDINARY AESTHETICS: DRESSING FOR EVERYDAY LIFE 
Even for so-called “fashion lovers” the practice of fashion consumption remains particularly 
ordinary and in this section I suggest that an “ordinary aesthetics” defines the fashion 
consumption practice of my participants, even though they identify as lovers of fashion. There 
are sparks of excitement and inspiration that influence my participants’ performances, but the 
most compelling influences appear to be driven by everyday routine and limitations. References 
to the workplace, the commute, laundry, time, weather, fit and price dominated their wardrobe 
stories. Self-expression and creativity were tempered with deliberations on routine and budget. 
This emphasis on the everydayness of fashion marks a point of departure from the industry’s 
definition of fashion – an institutionalised, mediated system heavily influenced by desire. It also 
suggests an opening for sustainable changes to fashion through a deeper understanding of 
consumers’ everyday fashion choices, even if the garments in question are what fashion industry 
insiders would call, simply, “clothing.”7 Wardrobes consisted of a variety of garments, including 
current fashion pieces mixed with basics, old favourites and secondhand or vintage items, 
exemplifying Joanne Entwistle’s description of everyday dress: 
While fashion is important for defining styles at a given moment, these styles are 
always mediated by other social factors such as class, gender, ethnicity, age, 
occupation, income and body shape, to name but a few. Not all fashions are 
adopted by all individuals (2000a, p. 49). 
Due to the importance “of things and materials in everyday life” to changing social practices 
(Shove et al., 2012, p. 9), I draw on the scholarship of Cheryl Buckley and Hazel Clark to 
																																																													
7 See Chapter Four, including Clare Press’ comments that “Clothes and fashion are not the same thing” 
and that “Clothes on a rack have nothing to do with fashion”. It may be that to the consumer, they are 
the same. 
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develop an understanding of the everyday or ordinary fashion choices of my participants. In their 
examination of everyday fashion in London and New York during the twentieth Century, 
Buckley and Clark have argued for scholarship that moves beyond the study of the avant-garde, 
or distinct and extraordinary fashion because the everyday use, circulation, and re-making of 
clothing enables fashion to be anti-modern and non-progressive (2017). They instead examine 
fashion as an everyday routine activity that often acts outside the fashion system and away from 
the norms and trends set out by the industry, arguing that “within fashion’s discourses, the truly 
‘ordinary’ remains elusive” (2017, p. 4).   
“Everyday life” itself can be an amorphous term, and here I align with Ben Highmore who 
argues that it “signifies ambivalently” (2002, p. 1). After all, humans do not always make rational 
choices and the everyday can include sparks of enlightenment as well as mundane practicalities 
of living. The contradictory enactments of fashion consumption compared to industry 
definitions seems to suggest that “fashion” also signifies ambivalently, including among my 
participants who generally struggled to define “fashion” or their personal style, despite 
identifying as a “fashion lover.” Moreover, Highmore suggests: 
The everyday offers itself up as a problem, a contradiction, a paradox: both 
ordinary and extraordinary, self-evident and opaque, known and unknown, obvious 
and enigmatic (2002, p. 16). 
In the wardrobe examinations, I encountered a number of contradictions that exemplified the 
paradoxical nature of the everyday. For instance, Bronte collected designer fashion pieces; some 
she stored reverently in dress bags, while others were stuffed into overflowing dresser drawers 
and stretched as she yanked them out to show me the garment. Or Daphne’s unique collection 
of vintage pieces that sat alongside an H&M jumpsuit because, “In Sydney’s summer you sweat 
so much, I find it better to buy a cheap piece that I’ll wear through and toss instead of ruining a 
beautiful garment.” Buckley and Clark take up this paradox when they suggest: 
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…everyday clothes as routinely worn by people in the West in the twentieth 
century reveal an ongoing engagement with fashion on a scale from extraordinary 
through to ordinary (2017, p. 7, emphasis is mine). 
Through their telling of wardrobe stories, it became apparent my participants’ engagement with 
fashion spanned from extraordinary to ordinary, from obvious to enigmatic, both in the way they 
spoke of fashion, and in the collection of garments in their wardrobes.  
Highmore also draws our attention to the importance of aesthetics in everyday life, which he 
defines as both rational and sensual, and “concerned with experience and the form such 
experience takes when it is communicated” (2002, p. 19). Drawing on Rita Felski’s work on 
everyday life (1999), Highmore is “keen to shift attention away from a tendency that oscillates 
between damning the everydayness of the everyday while it ekes out a list of minor subversions 
that can be found there” (2004, p. 321). This approach to aesthetics in everyday life does not 
privilege creativity over routine, but instead allows for an ebb and flow of experiences and their 
representations and meanings. Building from this perspective, the fashion consumption practices 
of my cohort need not be overburdened with symbolic or radical potential, and the routine and 
taken-for-granted aspects of fashion (or clothing) can offer insights toward sustainability 
concerns of everyday fashion practices. Through their enactment of ordinary aesthetics my 
participants demonstrate a love of fashion that can best be understood as the result of practical 
negotiations and self-fashioning rituals as they integrate a variety of elements in their unique 
performances of fashion consumption.  
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Figure 5.4: A collection of collections – multiple modes of storing accessories.  
Author’s own image. 
Practical negotiations 
If there is any commonality amongst participants it is the engagement with clothing “ranging 
from extraordinary to ordinary” (Buckley & Clark, 2017, p. 20) and a blending of creativity, self-
expression and inspiration with mundane practicalities and the routine of daily life. It is through 
these tensions that wardrobes were built and worn – not completely isolated from the fashion 
system and industry influence, yet not overly determined by them, either. Instead issues of 
comfort, appropriateness and thrift led the practice of fashion consumption amongst my cohort, 
tempered by bursts of pleasure or desire, and overlaid with the self-expressive role of fashion. 
Amongst participants, the decision to buy a garment was rarely a straightforward – or purely self-
indulgent – one. 
Paige is a 33-year-old first time mother, and has recently returned to work part-time after a 
year’s maternity leave. As she walked me through her petite and tidy Darlinghurst townhouse to 
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her bedroom she explained that the vast majority of her clothing decisions were related to fitting 
in at work.  
In the last year or two, as I get further up the chain in a really, really, really 
conservative workplace where everyone around me is an old man, I decided I want 
to look much more corporate. Like corporate corporate. 
Paige works in finance and made reference to “the old men” who she wants to impress by being 
taken seriously. Paige believes wearing corporate structured pieces enable her ideas to shine 
through, more than her fashion choices, to her conservative banker bosses, particularly 
compared to a colleague who dresses more “feminine” and “fashiony” at work, who Paige 
suspects does not receive as much respect because she does not fit in. She balances her look with 
a deliberate use of “pretty” blouses worn under her blazers to show some of her personality. 
Paige is in an interesting position. She only works three days a week since returning from 
maternity leave, and she is clearly trying to manage how her male bosses view her by dressing a 
certain way – in a way she thinks they would deem suitable for an employee serious about her 
role. If she were a man, the choices would be significantly limited due to the general acceptance 
of a suit being the ideal professional mode of dress (Hollander, 1994), and it is almost as if she is 
trying to overcome an unspoken gender bias (made especially obvious since she was on 
maternity leave for a year and works part time) by adopting this form of dress style. 
Issues of the workplace dominated the wardrobe stories of many participants, signifying the 
middle-class, professional status of this cohort. Heather, a professional fashion stylist,8 
commented that a core reason people seek her personal styling services is to source clothes for 
work; men are typically hoping for a promotion while women tend to be mothers returning to 
work and either their body shape has changed or the styles have changed significantly since they 
																																																													
8 I did not engage in a wardrobe examination with Heather but an in-depth interview about her career and 
her insights into consumer habits and emotions related to fashion. 
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were last in the office. Much of the focus on work attire is connected with confidence. Xavier, 
aged 36, is a project manager at a tech company and explained: 
I used to spend very small amounts of money on work clothing, and then I realised 
I wanted to spend a little bit more. It actually makes me feel better at work if I’m 
feeling sharp and dressed and I can go into a client meeting at the drop of hat.  
Similarly, Caitlyn is 26 years old and works in ad sales for a media company: 
Working full time now, I’m really conscious about what I wear to work, and I 
always want to look nice. I don’t know, it just makes me feel better inside, looking 
nice. I feel more confident when I like what I’m wearing. 
Entwistle analysed the dress choices of female professionals in London and determined that 
different occupations determine different dress codes, and that each individual interprets what is 
appropriate, or not, to wear to work based on these codes (Entwistle, 2000b). Even within the 
seemingly ordinary practice of buying work attire, consumers are in fact juggling multiple 
elements of fitting in, projecting a professional image, and comparing themselves to their 
colleagues – not to mention issues of personal style and budget – all long before sustainability 
can be considered (if it is considered at all). 
Another practicality of fashion shopping is convenience and most participants prefer to shop 
in brick-and-mortar stores versus shopping online. As Caitlyn put it, “I hate when you shop 
online and then it doesn’t fit right, and then you have to send it back and it’s such a hassle.” She 
actually prefers to go to the shopping centres and large department stores, as did Alexis, Laura, 
Chloe, Zoe, Padma and Xavier, because of the availability of multiple brands in one place. Alexis 
explained that “I’ve always done a lot of shopping at David Jones because it’s kind of like your 
one-stop-shop.” In the busy routine of their days and weeks, most participants do not have 
excessive amounts of free time between work, social and family commitments, and the ability to 
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find interesting and affordable fashion in a convenient location is extremely important to their 
performance of fashion consumption. Having limited time for shopping was also a primary 
reason why people hired the personal stylist, Heather, who explained, “I have a few clients who 
are reporters, or lawyers, and they travel a bit and they don’t have time to get this stuff done 
themselves, but image is really important to them.” The convenience of having a stylist do  
the hard work of sourcing various looks in their sizes was the primary drawcard for these time-
poor clients.  
The sustainable fashion movement often discusses the role of garment care when 
encouraging sustainable fashion behaviour, particularly in terms of not washing items too often, 
spot cleaning, and line-drying to save water and energy, as well as to lengthen the life of the 
garment. Amongst my participants the primary concern connected to garment care was 
protecting beautiful items from damage (which also has the effect of keeping the items out of 
landfill prematurely, though it was not voiced in this manner by participants).  Paige recalled 
feelings of gleeful indulgence when buying a beautiful white silk blouse from Veronika Maine. 
The impetus for the purchase was that she was pregnant and needed something to wear to a 
significant work presentation and her other clothes didn’t fit properly, but then she admitted, 
“Every time I wear it I’m scared to death I’m going to slop something on myself!” Sadie, a 35-
year-old journalist who resides in Sydney’s Western suburbs, also expressed concerns of staining 
a beloved garment. She owns a classic Burberry trench coat, though she’s more concerned about 
others spilling something on it: “When I drove to work at my other job I would wear it. On the 
train it’s not as practical. I mean, it should be used, but it was $1200!” Each of these brief 
examples demonstrate that the ordinary concerns of adhering to a budget, looking right at work 
and laundry requirements of a garment co-exist alongside the physical and emotional pleasures of 
luxury fabric and iconic brands. These seemingly mundane discussions of consumption habits 
actually include a wide range of negotiations of the practicalities of everyday life alongside the 
moments of extraordinary joy, expression or creativity experienced through the garments.  
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Cost is another significant component of fashion consumption.  When detailing how they 
decide whether to buy something the cohort did not stray from the typical hierarchy of style and 
price as key drivers to purchase. Shoppers are firstly drawn toward the aesthetic look of the 
garment, and then most of them touch the garment to assess quality and texture before looking 
at the price tag to determine if it is in their budget and/or they believe it to be a good price. 
There is immense pride in getting a good price and snagging a bargain, what Daniel Miller would 
refer to as the characterisation of shopping as thrift, not expenditure, in his theory of shopping 
(1998). Considered in this light, shopping is an activity that can demonstrate how much money 
someone has saved rather than spent, demonstrated through bargain prices, lasting quality goods, 
or refraining from making a purchase. 
Early into her wardrobe examination Mariah, a 53-year-old fashion retail owner who splits 
her time between New York and Sydney’s northern beaches, leaned in towards me to ask, “Do 
you want to talk about bargains? This was a $600 bargain, it was a $6,000 raincoat” before telling 
me of her favourite outlet centre outside New York City. 28-year-old Zoe’s expression of 
shopping as thrift comes in the form of finding quality vintage designer pieces, and evaluating 
whether a new item is too trendy, explaining: “I would not want to invest $200 and think that 
next year it’s not in style.” However, there is also acknowledgement that sometimes you just 
have to pay a lot of money for the garment you want, like the Burberry trench coat Sadie bought 
(and is afraid to wear on the train). She purchased it full price in Heathrow airport. 
I think back then it was 580 pounds, and they charged me in Australian dollars, 
about $1200 Australian, which is a lot, but I saw this in a magazine at home for 
$2500. And I bought that in ’08, and it’s not going to go out [of style]. My dad says 
I have to wear it the rest of my life to make up my investment. 
Not only was Sadie considering this as a classic, lifetime investment piece, she also calculated 
that it was cheaper to buy it overseas than to buy it here in Australia – a common tactic used by 
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participants.9 The comment from Sadie’s father may also point toward differences between 
“fashion lovers” and other consumers of fashion – he does not care much about fashion, and so 
to him the idea of spending that much money on a coat makes no sense, regardless of the brand 
or quality.  
Caitlyn has her own method of shopping as thrift, what she calls “cost-per-wear”:  
I like very simple pieces that are very versatile…if I buy something that’s quite 
expensive, I’m always like, “How can I get my wear out of this?” I’m all about cost-
per-wear. I’m not going to just buy something that’s $300 [and wear it] once, I 
HATE that. I want to be able to wear it to work, wear it on the weekends, wear  
it out… 
Alexis is a 25-year-old woman early in her finance career. She did not articulate her habits with 
the same terminology as Caitlyn, but she also looks for pieces that can be worn multiple ways. 
Each piece she buys has been considered in terms of its wearability at her fairly conservative 
workplace – whether Monday to Thursday or on casual Fridays when she can have “more fun” – 
and how it goes with her existing wardrobe. Is it similarly structured to the rest of her pieces? 
Does it align with her typical colour palette of neutral grey, white, black and navy? Does it 
represent her personal brand? Will she be taken seriously in the office? Can she easily transition 
it to a weekend look? Like Caitlyn, Alexis is only a couple of years into her career. She has 
enough money to buy clothes for work, but also needs to make her dollars stretch, and so it just 
makes good sense to buy pieces that can go from work to weekend with minimal effort.  
One of the most common considerations as to whether a garment is purchased is comfort. A 
combination of sizing, fabric and cut, comfort ranked high in the buying decision-making 
process, often just after style and price.  
																																																													
9 The exception being two Chinese women studying in Sydney who regularly bought items from Australia 
even before moving here to avoid the luxury tax applied in their home country. 
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Every time I wear it, I feel comfortable, and I think that the older I get, the more it’s 
about feeling comfortable and feeling good.                   – Bronte, 32 
I will not wear uncomfortable shoes. That’s my justification for paying a lot of money for 
shoes. My father was a shoemaker, we learned very young, you don’t wear bad shoes. 
You don’t wear shoes that kill your feet.                    – Mariah, 53 
Comfort is the number one criteria, even if it’s the most gorgeous dress, if I’m not 
comfortable, I won’t buy it because I won’t wear it.                  – Padma, 30  
And now that I can afford it, I like to wear silk. It’s the best quality, it’s comfortable and 
it lasts and it looks good.          – Mabel, 70  
Caitlyn’s roommate – 27-year-old fast fashion lover Chloe – recently migrated to Australia 
from Ireland, and her physical discomfort in her new country dictated her recent purchases. She 
hadn’t intended to shop so much since her arrival a couple of months ago while she got herself 
settled into an apartment and found a job. On a warm November day in her beachside-suburb 
apartment she explained that she often found herself in the shops because, “The weather is 
completely different, therefore the material of clothes that I have [from Ireland] is a lot heavier. 
So I need [lighter clothes] for work here.” Chloe has not fallen in love with any Australian 
brands and seeks the emotional comfort of familiar European fast fashion labels:  
I feel as if I gravitate back towards the stuff I know. So if I go to [the shopping 
centre] there’s all these shops I don’t really know, and I’m finding it really hard to 
find stuff. And then I see Zara or Top Shop, and I think, Oh, I know this brand. I’ll go 
here because it’s safe; I know I’ll like something here. 
As a result, all but one of her new purchases were from international brands. Part of this 
decision was the cost of the clothing, because she finds Australian brands to be priced much 
higher than fast fashion brands. In fact, she was warned of the higher prices before she moved 
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having been told, “The quality may not be as amazing as the price tag,” on Australian labels. 
Fashion and beauty have always been important to Chloe and she loves putting together 
different looks, so even if she can’t afford the top brands (or even Australian mid-range brands), 
she still looks well put together. Her preference for fast fashion is perhaps unsurprising given the 
fact that she’s a young teacher with an income lower than many of the other participants, and 
also because she hails from the UK, reportedly more engaged in fast fashion labels than any 
other region (L. R. Morgan & Birtwistle, 2009).  
 “Feeling comfortable” can also mean that you “feel like yourself” in a particular garment, 
that its physical attributes align with the self-image you wish to communicate to the outside 
world. It can also mean feeling that the garment is comfortable for the particular situation. As 
Entwistle has argued, “in everyday life, fashion becomes embodied” (2000a, p. 4), and dress 
plays an important role in the presentation of the body or self throughout everyday life. Comfort 
can be understood as impacted by a number of elements in the practice of fashion consumption 
(Figure 5.3) including material elements of the garment, the fabric and social networks, meaning 
elements of identity and aspiration, and competence elements including confidence and 
knowledge of brands/retailers. Multiple elements similarly impact the other everyday 
determinations of fashion. Taken together the complexity of elements that construct the practice 
of fashion consumption become apparent and demonstrate the constant negotiations made by 
carriers of the practice between practicalities of time, work, and budget with the more 
pleasurable and identity-affirming elements of fashion consumption. 
Self-fashioning in a de-centralised fashion system 
Another everyday expression of fashion is the way shoppers create their wardrobes using a 
mixture of sources from both within and outside the fashion system. Most participants aligned 
with Alexis’ view: “That’s what’s fun about fashion and style, it’s self-expression.” Clothing is a 
visual language used to communicate multiple aspects of identity including age, gender, class, 
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lifestyle, sexuality and even political tendencies (Crane, 2012; Davis, 1992; Evans & Thornton, 
1989; Lurie, 1981; Wilson & Taylor, 1989). However, decoding sartorial choices is rarely 
straightforward because of the social nature of fashion, and individual meanings layer with social 
or collective meanings to form specific clothing practices. Joanne Finkelstein’s work on the 
“fashioned self-image” describes how individuals construct their self-image through 
commodities (Finkelstein, 1991), signalling the tension between the self and society that is 
present in the wearing of clothing meant to communicate something about ourselves to those 
around us.  
Jennifer Craik expands upon the tension between the self and the social describing fashion as 
“a means by which individuals and groups learn to be visually at home with themselves in their 
culture” (1994, p. 10). She goes on to acknowledge the lived reality of everyday dress, noting that 
people create multiple fashion systems through their clothing choices and do not strictly adhere 
to the elite fashion system. Though they identified as “fashion lovers,” the wardrobes of my 
participants align with Craik’s understanding as they fashioned their self-images outside the 
fashion system – or at least on its periphery. Through consumption of multiple brands, including 
vintage and secondhand pieces, and reliance on social media for fashion inspiration, these 
fashion consumers demonstrate a de-centralised fashion system, challenging assumptions from 
anti-consumerist or anti-fashion proponents that consumers are necessarily beholden to the 
increasing fashion calendars of today’s fashion system (Schor, 2010; Siegle, 2011). 
One common habit of participants was the collection of fashion from a wide variety of 
sources, which is reflected in other studies on contemporary fashion consumers (Crane, 2012; 
Reiley & DeLong, 2011). Many participants described favourite labels they privilege when 
looking for something new – for Caitlyn it was any Australian designer, for Mabel, a 70-year-old 
pensioner living in Sydney’s northern beaches, it was a new brand her daughter recently 
introduced her to – but all wardrobes included a rich mixture of labels and each person’s 
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decisions were unique. For example, if we compare the purchase of “basics” between 32-year-old 
fashion PR professional Bronte and Sadie, a 35-year-old journalist, we see that Bronte only 
bought organic cotton tee shirts, because they were better for her and the planet,10 and she saw it 
as a luxurious way to enjoy a casual piece. In contrast, Sadie, who mentioned the Rana Plaza 
disaster in our interview and typically privileges bespoke or artisanal pieces, explained, “The only 
thing I still do that’s fast fashion is tee shirts. I go through them too quickly to spend big bucks 
on that sort of thing,” mimicking Daphne’s earlier comment about buying summer clothes from 
H&M because she wears through them in one season. Not only do these examples demonstrate 
some understanding of sustainable fashion considerations – which will be addressed more in the 
next section – but they provide additional insights into the decision-making process determining 
the mixture of brands purchased and highlight how they differ between individuals, even on 
items like tee shirts.  
Naturally wardrobes consist of a mixture of old and new pieces. No one’s closet was filled 
with garments they bought in the past year, but included a collection of clothes purchased over 
the years; the oldest pieces were those of high enough quality to last that also fit the participant’s 
current expression of identity. Generally speaking, the older the participant, the more pieces in 
their wardrobe that had been with them for a decade (or more!). I did not come across  
anyone who spoke of changing their wardrobe each year, but rather the process of building a 
wardrobe was seen as a lifelong endeavour as styles change, clothes wear out, and self- 
expression progresses. 
One of the clearest ways my participants’ performances represented a de-centralised fashion 
system was through secondhand fashion consumption. At least one-third of my participants 
regularly engage in this form of shopping, drawn to the practice for uniqueness, creativity, and 
																																																													
10 Bronte’s husband works in an organic café and so she knows the benefits of toxin-free agriculture, 
though this was her only reference to sustainable fashion consumption. 
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cost-saving. In their study with fashion university students Kathryn Reiley and Marilyn DeLong 
note that the desire to be unique was commonly met with a desire for a low cost amongst 
vintage lovers (2011). Low cost was a specific driver for some of my participants as well, but 
others coveted vintage pieces that carry high price tags – like 28-year-old Zoe’s vintage Chanel 
bag – and the displays of secondhand garments amongst participants ranged from a few dollars 
to several hundred dollars. Daphne, Zoe, Bridget, Sadie, and Carrie were particularly keen on 
vintage and secondhand clothing to enhance the newer pieces in their wardrobes with the aim to 
curate a unique style. Vintage-obsessed Carrie, a 34-year-old stylist and project manager, also 
noted the self-esteem boost she receives when “people compliment my style and ask me where I 
bought my outfit.”  The creative appeal was most obvious with Daphne, who has authored a 
book about re-making vintage fashion pieces through dyeing, adding embellishments, and other, 
more radical, alterations.  
Whether they realise it or not (and only one articulated it as such), this group is practicing a 
form of sustainable fashion consumption by not buying new pieces. Reiley and DeLong have 
made the case for sustainability in fashion through “transformative acts” not “consumptive 
ones” in their discussion on the role vintage clothing can play to support unique wardrobes 
distinct from those of consumers who shop at popular fashion retailers (2011). Gill and Lopes 
similarly call for making new relationships with “Designs already made,” encouraging value-
creation with worn clothing to support a garment’s longevity (2011). These participants can be 
understood as creatively fashioning their own wardrobes and styles outside the traditional 
system, making the clothes perform or represent how they want to be seen, rather than relying 
on contemporary fashion labels to dictate what they wear or what is “in fashion.” 
For Daphne, the role of Instagram is also connected to her mixture of contemporary and 
vintage pieces, and demonstrates her performance in a de-centralised fashion system: 
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I follow all the designers now with Instagram, it’s so amazing. Every morning I 
wake up and know what the latest thing from sass & bide is and Balmain [but] I still 
think, you know, it gets to be quite a homogenous look in mainstream fashion, so I 
just really feel like, if I’m [also] wearing something vintage it can elevate that look.  
The use of social media as a source of inspiration was one of the more obvious ways my 
participants work outside the traditional fashion system. Some people, like Daphne, Chloe, 
Caitlyn and Padma, followed their favourite brands on social media, but the majority of 
participants referenced Instagram for inspiration in a manner similar to Xavier:  
I follow a lot on Instagram. I don’t really read [magazines], I’m not interested to the 
degree of “Vivienne Westwood’s done a new collection and I have to look at what 
she’s done,” I’m more interested in seeing pictures. I will look at lots and lots of 
pictures…. I will go on and follow hundreds [of people] every day. And follow who 
they’re following as well, to see what they’re coming up with. [I mean] just random 
people who post different things, if they’re quite fashionable there can be some 
cool stuff out there. 
It is common practice for these lovers to find fashion inspiration from bloggers, friends, and 
“random people” who are followed by the bloggers and friends for having great style. It’s an 
online version of Alexis’ favourite lunchtime activity – watching the beautifully dressed women 
in Sydney’s CBD to get inspiration for her next purchase.  
As suggested by the quote from Xavier, printed publications do not hold the same power as 
they once did in determining consumer fashion choices. While Bronte regularly reads fashion 
magazines, most participants were like Alexis, who claimed to only, “look over magazines when I 
go to the hairdressers…it’s like my guilty pleasure.” On the other extreme was Bridget, who 
noted that the cost of the fashion promoted in magazines was so prohibitively high that she no 
longer found enjoyment in reading fashion magazines – it all felt so unattainable that she was 
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starting to despise the industry because of it. Roommates Caitlyn and Chloe also felt that the cost 
of fashion in magazines was one of the things they disliked the most about fashion, in addition 
to the use of only skinny models and the attempt to constantly generate desire for the latest style 
or trend. Even amongst this group of predominantly middle-class shoppers who are willing to 
spend more than fast fashion prices on clothing, there was a limit on what was an acceptable 
price of clothing to promote in magazines, and the high fashion pieces costing upwards of 
$1,000 definitely exceeded that limit.  
Padma relied on online tools to support her move to Australia and her love of fashion, and 
her behaviour demonstrates how social media can de-centralise the fashion system, but also 
support it at the same time. Padma’s social identity is expressed through her desire to fit in with 
her new country, which is the primary driver for her fashion purchases. She feels she is “starting 
over” and “building up” her new wardrobe, and she has spent a lot of time on Australian fashion 
bloggers’ websites and Instagram feeds in an attempt to piece together an image of “Australian 
fashion.”  However, economic constraints also limit her choices to fast fashion and high street 
labels, so she creates her version of Australian fashion within her budget, shopping at Portman’s, 
Forever New, Tempt, Bardot and Zara. The argument could be made that she could work within 
her budget through secondhand consumption and it is possible to locate contemporary garments 
in secondhand shops and markets. However, until Padma has the particular expertise she seeks 
of “looking Australian” in her dress, strict adherence to fashion blogger guidance offers more 
certainty of achieving the look. As Angela McRobbie argues, “Second-hand style continually 
emphasises its distance from second-hand clothing” (1989, p. 29) and in Padma’s context, only 
those with more cultural capital through their grasp of Australian culture can effectively choose 
the “right” secondhand pieces. While secondhand fashion consumption is sustainably “better” 
and costs less money, it can also be at odds with the other elements at play for any given 
consumer, especially those who are using fashion as a means to fit into an environment, rather 
than stand out with unique looks. 
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Buckley and Clark build from the everyday practice of making do (de Certeau, 1984) to 
suggest consumers are also “making with” by appropriating and re-deploying fashion. They 
argue, “Characteristic of self-fashioning and refashioning, this articulation of the everyday also 
recognizes the possibility of reinvention and resistance as the fashion system is refused, recycled, 
and redefined from within the realm of the everyday” (2017, p. 9). As participants engaged in 
self-fashioning through the transformation of garments, the use of secondhand clothes and the 
creation of wardrobes through old and new pieces, it becomes apparent they are working with a 
de-centralised, and potentially reinvented fashion system. The mixture of brands that each 
person buys suggests they care far less about branding and labels than the fashion system may 
believe, and the role of social media and some disdain for printed publications further 
demonstrates the de-centralised fashion system out of which consumers fashion their self-image. 
Whether this performance of fashion consumption can be considered an example of everyday 
“resistance” is debatable, however, as most did not express negativity toward the industry or 
suggest they were resisting anything. Rather, most people were acting from a desire to be unique, 
creative, and express themselves. This creative self-fashioning may be interpreted as one form of 
resistance, however – deciding for themselves who they want to present to the outside world, 
and not relying on the mainstream fashion industry to create that picture for them. This 
resistance, intended or not, also demonstrates how sustainability can potentially be worked into a 
discourse of self-fashioning and individualised dressing, as opposed to slavishly following the 
latest trends circulated by the fashion industry. In combination with the elements reflecting 
everyday practicalities, the performance of a self-fashioned consumption practice demonstrates 
the multiple influences impacting the integration of elements in fashion consumption, 
highlighting the difficulty of trying to manage fashion consumer behaviour, as is so often the 
goal of much sustainable fashion activism. 
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SHOPPING PLEASURES AND SHOPPING ANGSTS 
The emotional experience of shopping and fashion consumption is hard to ignore when 
speaking with people about their clothing and the practice of fashion consumption is laden with 
tensions between shopping pleasures and shopping angsts. Fashion is an affective practice that 
was articulated by my participants’ expressive body language and voice inflection: the glint in the 
eye when describing the discovery of a bargain-priced Prada trench coat, the flushed face and 
animated tone upon remembering buying a bright yellow Alannah Hill jacket, and the look of 
adoration bestowed upon a beloved pair of Sergio Rossi stilettos. Contrasting these joyous 
moments was the pained expression upon realising moths have eaten through a beloved 
cardigan, frustration about one’s body shape, and the heartbreak of recalling that the handmade 
wedding gown of a recently departed mother was rapidly yellowing in storage. There are also 
extreme cases, like Carrie (34 years old), who suffered severe personal trauma over a number of 
years and used fashion as her “saviour” to distract from the pain and help re-build her self-
confidence. At the other extreme, there is the pleasure-filled buying experience of Bree (21 years 
old), who appears to simply buy what she wants when she feels like it, following celebrity fashion 
trends on Instagram. The experience is rarely one or the other, but usually a mixture of both, and 
often entangled with issues of identity, self-expression and fitting in, adding complexity to the 
layered practice of fashion consumption. 
“I’m so in love!” or “I have a shopping problem!” Guilt and shame in fashion 
consumption 
Most often the negative emotions reported to me by participants were shame or guilt related 
to cost or a perceived excess of clothing. I would catch a quick flash of a downturned eye with a 
hushed, “My husband doesn’t know how much this cost,” a cheeky grin alongside an 
acknowledgement of shopping during work hours, or a rushed “I’ve been pretty good about not 
shopping lately.” My participants did not appear overly distressed about these moments of guilt 
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or shame, they were fleeting and oftentimes appeared with a light-hearted laugh, but the 
frequency with which these comments arose speaks to the conflicted emotions connected to 
fashion consumption.  
Daniel Miller explains how people would tell him shopping was a task they did for those they 
loved, carefully and frugally, and the next minute describe all shopping as selfish, hedonistic and 
materialistic (D. Miller, 1998).  As discussed by Jenny Shaw, “the reasons many women feel 
guilty about shopping, or spending on themselves, are, of course, complex” (2010, p. 24). Shaw 
suggests the complexities are connected to the relationships women have with themselves, their 
parents, their partners and their pasts, but that they are also connected to the historical moments 
that enabled shopping’s “fall from grace.” Starting from the mid-1700s less production occurred 
in the home; while women were once revered for their abilities to manage the household through 
producing food, clothes and other goods (and women were valued for their prudence), today 
households primarily consume goods. Women’s status was further demeaned as the sexual 
division of labour intensified and they lost ground in the world of paid labour. As Shaw expands, 
“It was then not long before women themselves began to be seen as superfluous, and an 
economic drain on the household” (p. 31). 
The gendered nature of the feelings of guilt were especially apparent with two participants – 
Bronte and Daphne – who made reference to not wanting their husbands to know how many 
clothes they had. Bronte arranged for our interview on a day her husband was at work so she 
wouldn’t have to “fess up too badly in front of him” and regularly referred to herself as having a 
“shopping problem.” The interview ran longer than expected and I did meet her husband, who 
indeed commented on how many items she had when I said she was taking me through her 
fashion finds, retorting, “Some of them anyways, she can’t reach them all!” referencing the many 
cupboards and shelves holding her clothes. Daphne’s husband was home during the interview, 
and at one point she whispered, “I don’t like to say this in front of [my husband], but I basically 
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have clothes in every room of the house, even under all the beds. So this is my main wardrobe, 
but I have another two.” In both cases there was a sense of minor shame, often inflicted by their 
partner, at having so many items. I do not wish to give the impression that this was a major source 
of marital strain – both women were quite light-hearted in their commentary on the issue – but 
the fact that they were hiding the number of items of clothing they have from their husbands 
suggests a point of tension in the household. 
 
Figure 5.5: Bronte’s “walk in closet”, also known as the guest bedroom, is strewn with  
piles of shoe boxes and dotted with clothes racks. Author’s own image. 
I have been using the terms “guilt” and “shame” intermittently here because of the close 
nature of these emotions, and because it is not immediately clear what the participants are 
experiencing. Psychologist Gerhart Piers explains how guilt and shame are commonly confused, 
but that one differentiator is that the “irrational threat implied in shame anxiety is abandonment” 
rather than punishment (1971, p. 24). Another definition by Helen Lewis distinguishes shame as 
being focused on the self, whereas with guilt the focus is on a particular act that can be remedied 
(1971). As Elspeth Probyn says, guilt is easier to get rid of, while shame “goes to the heart of 
who we think we are [and] puts one’s self-esteem on the line and questions our value system” 
(2005, p. x). The actions of Daphne, Bronte and others who made reference to shopping too 
often, spending too much, or having too many clothes tend to cross into both guilt and shame at 
different points. Spending a lot of money on one particular garment that does not get worn – as 
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when Daphne bought a designer handbag and then later realised it was dark orange and not red 
and so therefore she does not use it – seems to be closer to guilt, as this transgression can be 
remedied by returning or selling the bag to recoup some of the cost. However, the volume of 
clothing and the fact that Daphne does not want to admit to her husband that she bought the 
wrong colour suggests something closer to shame. Shopping is undoubtedly part of Daphne’s 
identity both as a hobby and a career, so comments by her husband about having too many 
clothes or spending too much money on clothes may be perceived as a personal attack that 
threatens her self-esteem.  
I wish to reiterate that it did not appear that Daphne (or any of my participants) suffered 
extensively from guilt or shame, but merely that these emotions were present and contrasted 
with the rest of the generally upbeat conversations. It was the presence of these remarks that I 
find interesting, especially as they were given in a jovial manner. One has to wonder if these 
participants felt like they should feel guilty about this pastime – indeed there was the occasional 
comment about the “frivolity” or “vacuous” nature of obsessing over fashion – or if those 
emotions are genuinely felt. 
Ethical consumption concerns also appeared as sources of angst for some participants, and 
the presence of feelings of anxiety and guilt is also important when considering how to engage 
fashion consumers on issues of ethics and sustainability. As discussed in Chapter One, guilt is an 
ineffective environmental campaign tactic and it does not drive fashion purchases. Though I 
never raised the issues myself, some participants did reference ethical guilt in our discussions. 
Paige talked about both labour and environmental issues. She had recently read about 
microfibres from polyester fabric ending up in the oceans (Browne et al., 2011; Duis & Coors, 
2016) and was horrified. She had only just been considering buying more polyester blouses 
because of the difficulty of washing silk – as a new mother working part-time she was low on 
time for hand washing and low on money for dry cleaning. After reading that article she decided 
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to stick with silk for work so as to avoid contributing to water pollution.11 The multi-layered and 
everyday dimensions of her fashion consumption again become apparent (clothes for work, easy 
to wash) but now some ethical considerations were entering the equation, too. Paige discussed a 
friend of hers who is “very anti-sweatshop” and only buys Fairtrade clothing, adding, “I have so 
much respect for that, but I just love clothes and I want to look nice and I don’t know if I’ll be able to find 
nice things Fairtrade,” her voice quickening and rising an octave as she admits her assumption that 
sustainable fashion is less stylish. For Paige the moments of ethical guilt appear fleeting, and are 
one small factor in her fashion consumption practice, but occasionally have the power to change 
her habits; in this case she was willing to pay money for dry cleaning, but not willing to risk her 
identity through clothes she deems unstylish. 
A few participants raised the ethical conundrums regarding fur. Mariah owns a retail store in 
Manhattan and was considering selling a particular brand of fur from Finland. She asked me how 
I felt about fur – aware of the stigma around this material – as she showed me the bolero made 
of long, fine strands of bright teal fur. I was shocked at the colour, and then surprised when she 
told me it was “sustainable fur” by Finnish designer Marita Huurinainen.  
It comes from the animals in Finland – and this is true – they have a mandatory 
amount of [animals] they have to cull each year. So – even though you understand 
it, if you’re opposed to fur, you’re opposed to fur. But it’s a great, great jacket. 
She did not end up stocking the jacket in her store because even though there was an ethical 
aspect, there is a strong anti-fur sentiment among her customers who she did not believe would 
want to wear the fur even if it was sustainable. Mariah admits she loves fur and has no problem 
wearing old fur coats because of their longevity and warmth, the latter especially welcome during 
the cold New York winters. 
																																																													
11 Though this choice ultimately leads to increased chemical usage as she does not hand wash her silks but 
has them dry-cleaned, another example of the complexities and contradictions in sustainable fashion. 
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Laura, a 50-year-old management consultant living in Sydney’s Inner West, offered another 
example of the ethical complexity of fur. She inherited her mother’s full-length Russian ermine 
fur coat, but she has only worn it once; she chose the special occasion of a celebratory birthday 
lunch for her partner in the Hunter Valley. Her recounting of the moment demonstrates the 
complex emotions she associates with fur: 
The waitress said to me, “That’s a magnificent coat you’ve got on, is it real?” And I 
went [gasp!], and I said, “No! It’s fake, it’s a fake!” And she said, “Oh what a 
shame, I love vintage clothing, and I was thinking it looks gorgeous.” Then my 
partner said, “Why didn’t you tell her it was real?” I said, “All of a sudden I 
thought, ‘It’s awful to say it’s real!’” That was the fashion at the time [but now] it’s a 
real dilemma, because it’s like, what do I do with it? Do I wear it because it’s 
vintage? It was acceptable at the time, I don’t condone it, but then I [think], I wear 
leather shoes!  So am I being hypocritical? It’s not like I don’t use leather or animal 
products. So I don’t know what to do, because it’s a shame to just leave it there 
sitting in a cupboard. 
The anxiety faced by fur owners whether or not to wear fur (or admit it is real) represents the 
tension between the pleasures and stresses of fashion. These women love the furs – they love the 
feel, the look, the warmth – but they are concerned about what other people will think of them 
when wearing fur. The particular tensions around fur are enhanced by the social tensions 
inherent with fashion. We wear fashion to express identity, but also to express social identity, 
where we fit in our society, and to communicate various aspects of ourselves – including 
whether we think it is “okay” to wear fur. The multiple emotional elements associated with 
fashion consumption for my participants not only adds to the complexity of the practice, but 
also demonstrates that fashion consumers do not simply make purchases to feel good, nor do 
they tune out negative or ethical elements when making consumption choices. Furthermore, that 
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more than half of participants referenced sustainability issues unprompted, and a few actively 
engaged in internal debates about what to do with the information, suggests that consumers are 
already integrating sustainability elements into their performance of the practice in some way. 
The highs and lows of a hoarder-turned-minimalist 
Overconsumption of fashion can take various forms; sometimes it appears in the constant 
buying and disposing of fast fashion to experiment with various styles, and other times 
psychological issues can lead to hoarding clothing. Xavier’s fiancé recently read the de-clutter 
doctrine The life-changing magic of tidying up (Kondo, 2014) and encouraged him to purge his 
wardrobe from anything that did not “spark joy.” Recognising that his clothing excess had 
become a problem – made especially apparent once his fiancé moved in – Xavier embraced the 
suggestion and ultimately downsized from two full-sized wardrobes, a dresser with nine long 
drawers that run the length of his bedroom, two plastic tubs under his bed, and a large vintage 
trunk down to one wardrobe, two drawers, and a few shelves for tee shirts and jumpers.  
 
Figure 5.6: Xavier used to take up all of these drawers, two wardrobes (half of one is visible here), the vintage trunk 
and boxes under his bed. Now he uses two drawers, one wardrobe, and two additional shelves. Author’s own image. 
He reckons he filled at least 10 large bags of clothes for the charity shop and took four boxes of 
clothes to his friend’s apartment for the rest of the gang to sort through, estimating the cost of 
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garments (when new) to be $50,000. After clearing it all away Xavier went on a holiday and once 
home got rid of a few more bags of things because, “I took one look at [them] and thought, ‘I’m 
not using them, so I need to get rid of them.’” He feels so much better after clearing away the 
excess clothes: “It was very much like a weight was lifted [and] the clothes I kept were the ones I 
really liked.” 
This was the second time in his life Xavier had dealt with a hoarding tendency. In his teens 
and early twenties he bought a lot of baggy clothes, because “I was quite a big kid [and] anything 
too tight on my skin or too fitted would make me feel insecure,” and he says he threw away 300 
pair of jeans when he moved to Australia in 2010. Today Xavier could be a model with his trim 
figure, clear skin, perfectly manscaped facial stubble and thick black hair swept across to one 
side. He dresses in well-tailored suits and shirts, and invests in quality accessories to complete his 
look. The cause for his recent turn toward clothes hoarding was not about body issues, but the 
result of a painful break-up with his ex-partner about five years ago: 
I think it was a security thing. It was kind of a focus and an interest . . . I don’t 
know. Maybe it made me feel secure to have those things? I don’t know…But I 
think it was very much attached to my psychology. 
Xavier is quiet and reflective thinking back on his time as an overweight teenager and his 
emotional state following his break-up, and is convinced the clothes offered him something to 
make him feel better, even if he can’t quite put words to what was offered.  
Despite the vast numbers of clothing that Xavier has owned, he remembers each one, 
promising, “I could remember exactly where I bought it, what I felt when I bought it, I can 
remember the first time I wore it, I can remember the feeling I had when I put it on.”  He 
believes he was not holding onto the items because of anything about the garment itself, and he 
was not holding out hope for something to come back in style but rather, “it was a lot to do with 
an emotional attachment to it. Which was weird. I honestly found it a strange thing in my head 
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that I didn’t want to chuck that memory away.” He utters this last sentence almost like a 
question, seeking validation that I understood him. This is a key theme of the Kondo book – you 
do not need to keep the item to keep the memory – which is quite powerful given the meaning 
bestowed upon artefacts with important memories (Douglas & Isherwood, 1996; D. Miller, 1987, 
2010) – and was helpful for Xavier clearing out his hoarded clothes, creating a wardrobe he really 
loves, and letting go of past pains. 
Xavier’s experience of clothes hoarding does not seem to fit the self-indulgence, sacrifice 
binary discussed in Miller’s theory of shopping because the hoarding was not necessarily 
hedonistic in nature (1998). However, Xavier’s experience does align with research on the mental 
health of compulsive buyers who often suffer depression and low-self esteem (Baker, 2000).12 
What is particularly interesting about Xavier’s experience of fashion from a sustainability 
perspective is that he dips in and out of these hoarding moments not because of external 
influences of fashion marketing tactics or a devaluing of fashion (though marketing and 
consumerism do play a role), but for internal, personal and psychological reasons. He also loves 
fashion; he is not just buying goods to feel better or to mask a pain, he really enjoys putting 
together the latest looks at a price he can afford: “I love fashion, [I’d] be quite happy to go 
shopping all day and find exactly what I’ve got in my head.” Despite past pains that have caused 
moments of overconsumption, the pleasure in the act of shopping and wearing fashion are now 
the key elements of Xavier’s fashion experience; this transformation in his performance of 
fashion consumption is a reminder that fashion practices can and do change, and also a reminder 
of the multiple elements and influences impacting upon any given performance of the practice. 
 
LEARNING FROM THE LOVERS: SUSTAINABLE PRACTICES COMPETING WITH DESIRE 
Up to this point in the chapter I have built the case that the practice of fashion consumption 
is complex and layered even without the consideration of sustainability issues. My participants 
																																																													
12 However, as a man he is an outlier compared to the “typical” female shopping addict. 
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have demonstrated the complicated fashion negotiations they make navigating everyday 
practicalities, and also provided examples of self-fashioning outside the fashion system through 
unique combinations of old and new garments. A number of wardrobe stories further 
highlighted the emotional minefield of fashion, and the pleasures and angsts that mark the 
practice. In the conclusion I will return to these concepts, specifically in regards to the actions of 
the sustainable fashion movement. However, I will now turn to a discussion of how fashion 
lovers already engage in sustainable performances of fashion consumption.  
I would often begin the wardrobe interviews by explaining one motivation of the research 
was to take fashion more seriously, and inevitably my participants’ faces lit up. There remains a 
societal stigma that fashion is not serious or worthwhile – not to mention an environmental 
burden. Yet by taking fashion more seriously it becomes possible to imagine a sustainable future 
of fashion. The value placed on fashion by my participants lends their performances of fashion 
consumption to be more sustainable than may be expected from a group of “fashion lovers,” 
although this was not their intention through the specific element integrations that supported 
sustainability. These performances were made possible through valuing fashion, time spent 
thinking about fashion choices, having an understanding of their body shape and personal style, 
in the investment made in alterations and quality garments, and finding enjoyment in the stories 
connected to their garments. Not all of their habits are sustainable, however, in particular the 
quantity of garments purchased by some in the group and the desire that encourages regular 
consumption of new pieces by nearly all participants.  
Valuing fashion 
The value placed on clothing was immediately apparent upon viewing my participants’ 
wardrobes. Though some admitted to tidying up before I arrived, there was a visible quality to 
their clothing collections that expressed a love of their garments. The closets were not just 
“tidy,” but often arranged by length of garment and by colour, certain pieces were stored inside-
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out to protect fabric, seasonal pieces were carefully put away to avoid mould and moths, and a 
lot of space was dedicated to their clothing13 (see above Figure 5.2). In addition to the visual 
wardrobe clues, the value of clothing to my participants was made apparent by the time spent 
making purchase decisions. Most of the fashion lovers spend a lot of time deciding what to buy, 
often well before they arrive at a shopping centre or market.   
Caitlyn rarely shops “for the fun of it” and when she does go to the shops, it is because she 
is looking for something particular. Most recently she needed a new swimsuit, and because of her 
particular body shape she needed to buy different sizes of the bikini top and bottom. This led 
her to the shopping centre where she headed straight to Zimmerman because she had seen the 
new separates swimwear range on Facebook:  
I went straight there and tried it on and thought, ‘Oh my god I have to get it!’ 
because it fit really well and I was like, ‘Oh, finally! Something [fits my shape]!’  
Once again the multiple layers of consideration of a fashion purchase are apparent – she had 
wanted a new swimsuit for a while but needed to find one that suited her body shape, and the 
use of social media enabled this particular connection – but we also get a glimpse of how much 
thought Caitlyn has given this particular purchase. Summer was on its way to Sydney, Caitlyn 
lives just a few blocks from a beach, and she needed to replace her worn out suit. She planned 
her shopping trip using the internet to learn that Zimmerman – she favours Australian labels – 
had the style she liked and allowed customers to buy separates, demonstrating her knowledge 
that many other shops do not sell bikinis as separate pieces. Each of these factors on its own is 
not necessarily ground-breaking, but demonstrates the forethought that went into this purchase. 
																																																													
13 There was one participant who had an absolutely overflowing wardrobe, stuffed to the brim even with 
additional clothing racks in a second bedroom. I will never forget the vision of her yanking an emerald 
green cashmere sweater out of a drawer, stretching the sleeve to twice its length before it popped out, to 
show me her latest designer purchase. This behaviour demonstrates a different type of value placed on 
her clothing, and may be reflective of her career in fashion PR and her access to free clothing. 
273 
	
Most participants are like Caitlyn and very aware of what suits their body shape and also have 
a good understanding of their personal style. On the inside of Daphne’s wardrobe door are 
pictures torn from magazines and newspapers, meant to provide inspiration for everyday 
dressing. The current fashion “inspiration wall” includes a couple of designer advertisements and 
around a dozen fashion spreads featuring a mixture of boho-luxe styles; her wardrobe (one of 
multiple) is laden with pieces to help her recreate the looks (Figure 5.7): 
I’m always pulling out tear sheets because I think it helps you clarify what your 
focus is and what you like…I want a really cohesive wardrobe. 
Daphne and I discuss the process of finding one’s personal style, commenting that it is 
something that comes with age. We learn what colours suit our skin and hair tone, what cuts suit 
our body shape, how much embellishment we feel comfortable wearing, and are more confident 
with our identities and the way we express ourselves. She also comments on the fluidity of style:  
In my early 30s I felt like something clicked and I started to really get what suited 
me and what I liked, but in the last few years, getting closer to 40, I can see a shift 
happening again, and becoming even more focused on what is my look. 
This discussion highlights that personal style is not straightforward and changes throughout our 
lives. What suited a person in her 20s may not represent her in her 30s as bodies change, jobs 
change and personalities evolve. As explained by Jennifer Craik, “the fashioned body is never 
secure or fixed. The body is constantly re-clothed and re-fashioned in accordance with changing 
arrangements of the self” (1994, p. 225). These considerations of our changing selves are not 
necessarily dictated by the fashion system, though our consumption choices will remain 
influenced by what fashion is available and appealing at any given time. 
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Figure 5.7: One of Daphne’s closets, this one featuring her inspiration wall.  
Author’s own image. 
Another investment of time (and money) representative of the value placed on fashion by 
the cohort is the regular use of a tailor. Some, like Paige, Mabel and Xavier, take new clothes 
directly to the tailor. For Paige, this reliance comes from an understanding of her body shape 
and its “non-standard” hip-to-waist ratio: “If I can get it over my hips it’s going to be massive in 
the waist, so I’ve got a really good tailor in the city and I just take everything to him.” Mabel 
drops things off at her tailor because she is quite petite and often needs hems of trousers (a 
favourite garment of hers) taken up. She has worked with her particular tailor for a while; also 
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working with her to create bespoke blouses out of beautiful fabric Mabel finds when she’s out 
and about shopping. Xavier knows that men’s suiting can look shabby if it is not tailored well, 
and he describes his own style as consisting of, “really good tailoring, very smart clothing.”  
Shortcomings of standard fashion sizing set aside, it is clear that these lovers of fashion value 
their clothing and how it looks on their bodies. In her work on the situated bodily practice of 
dress, Entwistle has noted that in the moment of dressing we prepare ourselves for the social 
world: “Wearing the right clothes and looking our best, we feel at ease with our bodies,” (2000a, 
p. 7). In this regard, though it takes extra time and money to tailor items, it also increases the 
likelihood the item will be worn and not end up prematurely in the charity pile. Paige, Mabel and 
Xavier each invested in alterations for a better physical fit, but it has the flow-on effect of 
helping each of them feel more confident presenting themselves to the outside world. 
Daphne’s investment in tailoring is on another level altogether because she makes alterations 
herself. This enables her to tailor clothes to suit her body and also to inject her own personal 
style into clothing, whether by dyeing a vintage jacket or recutting a secondhand dress into a 
modern silhouette. In this way, Daphne expresses her self-identity and creates a better fit for 
herself and her wardrobe compared to buying and wearing off the rack. She also puts her skills 
to use for her seven-year-old daughter’s clothes, and she shows me a skirt that she originally 
bought as a jumper style dress for her daughter when she was three (Figure 5.8). She sees the 
value in this longevity: 
It was expensive – it was $150, which is a lot for a girl’s dress, it’s been repaired so 
many times, but that said, it’s lasted. She’s had it since she was three! She’s seven! 
And she’ll still have it when she’s twelve! 
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Figure 5.8: Skirt that was originally a dress, worn by Daphne’s daughter for four years. 
Author’s own image. 
Not only is Daphne extending the life of the garment – a sustainable practice – she is also 
teaching her daughter about valuing and re-making clothing through these practices, introducing 
elements of sustainability into the performance of fashion that she will likely replicate as she 
starts to make her own fashion choices. The role of mothers in my participants’ shopping habits 
was quite striking – they all associated learning to shop and dress (except Xavier) with their 
mothers, and now Daphne is continuing this tradition. The quality materials and finishes paired 
with skilled mending mean the skirt does not have a “hand-me-down” look, which should help 
overcome any stigma about wearing old clothes. 
In our interview, I commented to Sadie that she had a wardrobe “full of stories” because of 
the tales attached to nearly everything she showed me. After her confession of loving “loud” 
clothes that “make people happy” I heard about the pants she and her friends bought in Greece 
to replicate The Sisterhood of the Travelling Pants (Kwapis, 2005), the silk scarves she collected from 
all around the globe, the white alpaca cape her father brought her from her stepmother’s native 
Peru, and the striped dress she bought on her way to work one Friday morning after Thursday 
night drinks went a bit late and she crashed at a co-worker’s house. For Sadie, the value of her 
clothing is connected to their having a “good story.”  
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Figure 5.9: Sadie’s collection of stories consists of fashion  
items and memories of her travels. Author’s own image. 
Sadie’s clothes don’t have to be expensive, but she will not shy away from an expensive item 
if she likes the story, and she especially loves when she can meet the maker or the business 
owner (she frequents a lot of markets). She owns a number of pairs of handmade shoes, some 
that she co-created with the maker by choosing the style, colour and material, and cost upward 
of A$300. She also recounted the time she attended a government breakfast event in her role as a 
journalist. She was to be seated next to the then Prime Minister Tony Abbot and she wanted to 
wear all Australian-made clothing. In addition to the handmade shoes, she wore a dress by a 
small Newcastle label, High Tea for Mrs Woo, who make all the clothes themselves using mostly 
natural fibres. She was also seated opposite Mike Baird, who would become the NSW Premier 
later that same day after Barry O’Farrell resigned – the historical significance of that particular 
political change enhances the story of that particular dress for Sadie. 
Sadie’s performance of fashion consumption provides another example of stepping outside 
the traditional fashion system, but also demonstrates the value she places on her clothing, both 
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in terms of preferring unique and personal looks as well as wanting to make a connection and to 
know the story behind her wardrobe. “It’s got to have meaning, an emotional attachment, I 
suppose.” Sadie also had some interest in the story behind her clothes – something the 
sustainable fashion movement encourages – demonstrated by her preference for handmade, 
Australian clothing. Ideas of ethics also play into her decisions, for example, during her travels 
she only buys clothing made in that country: 
I think if you’re going overseas and you’re buying in the local communities you 
want the money to go there, you don’t want it to go somewhere where they’re 
possibly not being treated ethically. I don’t know, it seems kind of weird coming 
back with something from Greece “Made in China.” 
There is no guarantee that the clothes she buys in Greece are made ethically, but in her mind it is 
a “better” option than what she perceives to be a generic “Made in China” tag. Sadie’s layered 
experience of fashion shows how ethical considerations can appear within the stories we tell 
ourselves about our clothes, even if sustainability is not the focus, and even if our assumptions 
are untested. Yet unlike the sustainable fashion movement that urges consumers to connect with 
the story behind their clothes to understand how they are made, the stories that appeal to Sadie 
appear to be personal for her. They are stories about meeting the maker in person, finding a 
quirky print on a dress that will tell its own story, a reminder of an overseas trip, a crazy night 
out, or rubbing shoulders with politicians. She thinks a little bit about the fashion production 
conditions, but the stories that hold the most value are not about someone else making her 
clothing in a faraway land, they are personal for Sadie.  
Participants also demonstrated a willingness to financially invest in clothing. Whether it’s 
believed to be a classic – like a Chanel handbag or Burberry trench coat – or it’s really well made, 
or simply if it brings a lot of joy, my participants are willing to occasionally spend “a fortune” on 
a special item. I did not come across any wardrobes filled with only haute couture or designer 
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labels, but they were typically not filled with fast or bargain fashion labels, either. Since many 
participants had worked in the field and also knew how to sew, they demonstrated some 
expertise determining what was a “quality” garment based on texture and finishes. The ability to 
invest in clothing marks these participants as upwardly mobile middle-class citizens in their 
fashion consumption habits. Ted Polhemus and Lynn Procter suggest that members of the 
upper classes adopt their “own traditional anti-fashion costume” identified by preferring “lasting 
quality” above trends, even making the connection to the iconic Burberry trench coat owned by 
a few of my participants (1978, p. 68). As discussed in Chapter Two, the sustainable fashion 
movement advises buying “fewer, better quality pieces,” directly appealing to this upper middle-
class market and their ability to invest in quality. While this suggestion may seem appropriate to 
my participants – who already practice the latter half of this proposition, if not the former – it is 
inherently problematic when considering clothing consumption habits among different social 
classes, and demonstrates that further research is needed across class strata to determine whether 
and how quality and reduced consumption can be incorporated more widely. 
Dealing with desire and overconsumption 
Some elements of the lovers’ practice of fashion remain unsustainable, despite the high level 
of consideration into fashion purchases. In the case of Chloe – a true fast fashion devotee - she 
often spends Thursday night looking online for inspiration before she goes shopping on 
Saturday. She follows her favourite brands on Facebook and Instagram, and when she sees a 
look online that she wants to try she will go to the store, head straight for a sales assistant and 
show her the picture of the garment she wants to buy, because when you “go into the shop 
thinking it will be right there but it isn’t, you really have to search for it or else ask someone 
where it is.” Before her move from Ireland it was not uncommon for her to shop every weekend 
for a new outfit for going out that Saturday night. 
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In my cohort Chloe was the only stereotypical fast fashion lover14 who shopped frequently 
and with the intent to try new looks. She has recently arrived in Australia, and even though she 
brought three large suitcases and shipped one box of clothes, she still has two wardrobes full of 
clothes back in Ireland. She buys pieces weekly, more than the others in the cohort, and it is 
directly linked to her habit of going out with friends to bars on the weekend and wanting to 
“dress to impress” and “never wear the same thing twice.” She is in her twenties, and is also the 
one in my cohort who had less of an idea of her personal style than anyone else. Rather she likes 
to try different styles, engages in what Polhemus calls the “supermarket of style,” where young 
people in particular are able to select from a wide variety of looks as if they were displayed on a 
supermarket shelf (1994). So even though she loves clothes, and they construct a large part of 
her identity, Chloe stands out from the crowd because she does not wish to have a personal 
style, which in turn influences the large number of pieces she buys. 
Chloe’s frequency of purchase and constant desire to buy new pieces is not unique, nor is 
overconsumption solely the remit of fast fashion lovers. Even two of my older participants, 
Laura and Mabel, talk of their triggers to buy new pieces at least twice a year (typically in 
response to receiving catalogues and mailed advertisements from the likes of David Jones, 
Country Road and Trenery – all owned by Woolworths SA). There is a telling scene early in 
Clare Press’ book Wardrobe Crisis about her wardrobe breaking, and a further admission about 
the clothes stashed in a storage unit (2016). Two of my participants (Sadie and Chloe) mentioned 
wardrobes that had broken over the years, unable to cope with the weight of the clothes. Mariah 
– who travels between Australia and America – uses her New York bedroom as a giant walk-in 
closet and has an additional storage unit for clothing. As discussed in Chapter One, the fast 
fashion trend is making overconsumption of clothing a reality for many, particularly younger 
generations. There are reports of Millennials not wearing the same thing twice. This is blamed on 
																																																													
14 As discussed earlier, Padma also frequented fast fashion retailers, primarily out of financial constraints, 
and Bridget also regularly purchased fast fashion to bolster her vintage pieces, also for financial reasons. 
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the rise of Instagram because even if the same people will not be at two different parties on two 
different dates, because the look has been seen on Instagram on that person, it cannot be worn 
again, particularly if it was unique and standout (Newis-Smith, 2016). 
The desire for more or new garments has long been the focus of much fashion theorising. 
Whether it’s positioned as a means of social differentiation or assimilation (Simmel, 1997; 
Veblen, 1899), or a form of subversion and anti-fashion sentiment (Craik, 1994; Polhemus & 
Procter, 1978), the question of “Why do people buy fashion?” seems to actually be asking “Why 
do people buy so much fashion?” Entwistle argues there is belief in the system of fashion among 
consumers and suggests:  
It is not enough to consider the physical production of garments; we have to take 
account of the desire to be “in fashion” that promotes consumption. That is to say, 
we have to look at the meanings and relationships around goods that make them 
desirable (2015, p. 15, emphasis in original).  
It is unclear exactly how strongly my participants believe in the fashion system. On the one hand, 
they identify as lovers of fashion, but on the other, they often exercise their fashion consumption 
practice outside the fashion system. There is undoubtedly an element of magic to their favourite 
garments, however. The stories they chose to share illuminate some detail of the magic they saw 
in a particular garment. What remains to be better understood is why this magic wears off, and 
why they feel the need to continually replace the garments or seek more magic-filled garments 
(or moments?) to add to their lives. Is it simply because we live in consumer society, surrounded 
by media and imagery promoting a variety of new looks? Is it because they love clothing that 
much that they have become collectors, wishing to add more pieces to their growing assortment 
of garments? Or is there something else driving this desire to continually purchase more pieces 
of fashion? Among my participants there appears to be a multitude of responses to each of those 
questions, offering no clarity to the response to “Why do people buy so much fashion?” 
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Many of the practices of the fashion lovers appear to support Vogue journalist Maya Singer’s 
claim that “Having a sense of style is a way of taking [ethical] action. People should take fashion 
more seriously, not less” (2015). The fashion lovers in this study think about clothing a lot – 
presumably more than those who do not identify as fashion lovers – and by considering their 
wardrobes, thinking deeply about purchases, they are less likely to buy items they won’t wear or 
to buy poor quality items that will soon require replacement.15 In fact, there was an evident 
source of pride for my participants when they showed me pieces they have owned for years – 
depending on the age of the participant this ranged from seven to 25 years. These people love 
their clothes and place value in them that appears lacking in the fast fashion trend. While the 
concern over the quantity of garments may linger and require further inquiry, the frequency and 
nonchalance with which participants performed sustainable enactments of fashion consumption 
provide hope for a sustainable transition to the practice as a whole. 
 
CONCLUSION 
Fashion consumption is overburdened with a range of considerations even before issues of 
sustainability enter the field. Woven into the many wardrobe stories of my participants were 
details about self-image, emotions, everyday practicalities and habits relating to the purchase and 
wear of fashion. Engaging with the details and the specificity of everyday fashion consumption 
enables the rich tapestry of the practice to become visible, each thread helping explain the 
difficulties of performing the practice sustainably, and some offering potential for sustainable 
enactments. But what does this tell us about how the practice connects with the fashion practice 
complex, and what can the sustainable fashion movement take away from this deeper 
understanding? 
																																																													
15 With the notable exception of fast fashion lover Chloe. 
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First, understanding the practice and the elements that co-construct it demonstrates the sheer 
complexity of fashion consumption, which offers evidence for more nuanced approaches to 
sustainability than anti-consumerism calls to “just stop shopping” or “buy this ethical brand.” 
Central to a revised approach should be an acknowledgement of fashion consumption as an 
everyday practice, including the ordinary aesthetics that drive many fashion choices. While 
certainly influenced by moments of excitement and extraordinariness, the practice of fashion 
performed by consumers is often rather ordinary or at least constrained by mundane matters. 
Practical negotiations of budget, available time, and whether the garment is likely to be ruined on 
the train ride into the city are balanced against moments of inspiration and a desire for self-
expression. A particular focus in my cohort was also the appropriateness of a garment for work 
that still allows a bit of the self to shine through. Negotiations between the self and the social, 
rational and sensual influences, and extraordinary and ordinary choices, appear to be the 
hallmarks of the practice. Each of these negotiations takes time and my participants are – like 
many people in modern Western society – time-poor, which has particular ramifications for the 
uptake of sustainable fashion. Participants are somewhat uneasy about shopping online, 
especially for unfamiliar brands, and most rely on shopping centres to provide a “one stop 
shop.” The majority of participants go to department stores and their favourite shopping centres 
in order to access multiple brands in one location. Until sustainable fashion is more accessible in 
these spaces, it is unlikely fashion consumers will find the labels and incorporate them into their 
wardrobes and performance of fashion consumption. 
Reiley and DeLong (2011) have also noted that time constraints prevent shoppers from 
engaging in secondhand fashion consumption. The exceptions to this are consumers who enjoy 
the creative potential of vintage and secondhand fashion, like Daphne, Zoe and Bridget who 
view this aspect of the practice pleasurable and essential for creating a unique and personal 
wardrobe. For these three, time is not considered squandered when rummaging through racks of 
used clothes, but they seem to be the exception rather than the rule. In addition to time 
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constraints, there are other limitations to the sustainability potential of secondhand fashion as 
demonstrated by Padma who was using contemporary fashion to build her Australian fashion 
identity with the guidance of fashion bloggers. Other constraints include the availability of 
clothing deemed appropriate for work. Certainly, secondhand clothing stores stock 
contemporary items, but reports from op shops note the diminished quality of donations in 
recent years as fast fashion brands fill their racks, which, coupled with time constraints  
of shoppers, does not enable a polished, professional look that is sought by so many of  
my participants.  
The emotional experience of fashion consumption also demonstrates the complexity of the 
practice, with implications for the sustainable fashion movement, particularly pertaining to guilt. 
As demonstrated by Daphne, Bronte and Xavier and the large number of garments they own (or 
owned, in Xavier’ case), experiences of guilt and shame already pervade the practice of fashion 
consumption. Though not discussed in any great detail with my participants, Heather the fashion 
stylist also discussed the shame many women have of their body after having children. The fact 
that feelings of guilt are already present in the practice of fashion consumption – whether related 
to concerns of overconsumption or body image – reinforces the importance of treading lightly 
with guilt-inducing sustainable fashion campaigns. 
It is also important to note that the participants were not ignorant of ethical issues relating to 
fashion, and nearly half raised concerns about specific issues relating to plastic microfibres, the 
Rana Plaza collapse, sweatshops, organic cotton and/or fur. The discussions surrounding fur 
offered unique insights into fashion shoppers’ negotiations of ethical issues. These brief 
engagements with issues of ethics raise interesting questions for the movement, which often 
discusses the importance of raising awareness and education. It is certainly important to continue 
awareness raising – especially because it may be that these participants are aware of the issues 
because they are actively interested in fashion and more likely to pay attention to the news stories 
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than people moderately interested in fashion – but perhaps the way in which the education takes 
place needs to be reconsidered. It seems the message is getting through, and it appears that the 
guilt is getting through, at least to some of them. But given Laura’s discomfort in wearing her fur 
coat, and Paige’s ethical calculus when deciding between silk and polyester and her balance of 
time and money with concerns of pollution but not giving in on “daggy” Fairtrade clothing, 
consumers remain confused and overwhelmed by the messages, unsure how to change their 
practices, and (likely) unconvinced or unaware of the range of aesthetic choices available from 
sustainable fashion labels.  
“Ethics” is a slippery word. The sustainable fashion movement understands ethics in a 
particular outward-looking sense concerning care for the environment, care for garment workers 
and (sometimes) care for animals. However, at the level of everyday life ethics can also include a 
number of issues that pertain to the self. For instance, one person’s ethical practice of fashion 
may mean buying clothing that fits within the family budget. It can also mean dressing 
conservatively to align with one’s cultural or religious values, or buying Australian designers, 
regardless of the production practices, because that supports one’s national pride. While for 
others it could mean splurging on a designer piece as a form of self-care. Something that 
becomes abundantly clear when analysing the performances of the fashion lovers is that ethics 
goes well beyond how it is defined by the sustainable fashion movement. How to bridge this gap 
– between the movement’s understanding of ethics and the consumers’, between looking 
outward to issues that need attention and looking inward and taking care of oneself and one’s 
family and community or nation – may in fact be the biggest issue facing the shift of the practice 
of fashion consumption. And without consumers actively embracing this shift, how can larger 
businesses (which also look inward, to bank accounts, shareholder reports, and media 
partnerships) be expected to make the shift? 
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However, it is apparent that much of the practice of fashion lovers is inherently sustainable. 
This is not the mindless consumption many anti-consumerist fashion critics would have us 
believe. There is thought put into the purchases, and a demonstrated care in the way clothes are 
stored and altered, that demonstrate fashion consumption can be mindful and slow, even when 
sustainability is not an end goal. This has ramifications for the type of messaging used by 
environmental groups promoting sustainable fashion. Regardless of what one knows about the 
intricacies of fabric innovations or ethical production, thought and care for fashion go a long 
way toward a sustainable enactment of fashion consumption. The sustainable benefits of their 
practice are often negated by the frequency of consumption. The desire for beautiful clothing 
remains, whether it is the desire to simply own a particular garment or to fashion one’s image 
according to her current version of herself. Even for those who claim to love classic or timeless 
pieces (another piece of advice proffered by the movement), there remains desire for new 
acquisitions over time. Desire and aesthetics seem innately intertwined, and a sustainable practice 
of fashion consumption must address this particularly sticky entanglement. 
The sustainable fashion movement speaks of the importance of valuing clothing as a way to 
combat the apparent devaluation of fashion by the fast fashion industry. In analysing my 
cohort’s practice of fashion, it also became apparent that the value they place on fashion was not 
about ethics, it was about benefits to the self. Would the garment look right, would it last, would 
it fade, was the stitching good, did it offer something to their wardrobe they had been seeking, 
did it represent their personal style (or the style they wanted to portray that day), did it have a 
good story? These were all considerations in the value of a garment. While these considerations 
may have the unintended consequence of enabling the garments to last a long time and not be 
discarded, and potentially even limiting multiple “excess” purchases (though that was generally 
not the case), one has to wonder at the ability to have a truly sustainable fashion consumption 
practice when the considerations are primarily about the self.  
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This direct engagement with the everyday practice of fashion lovers also provides insights for 
other sectors with aims for sustainable transitions, particularly other everyday practices that are 
the focus of conscious consumption and/or behaviour change campaigns. First, through 
engagement with enthusiasts of a practice, details of the lived reality of that practice become 
clearer – this group enjoys talking about the topic, and is able to articulate the intricacies of their 
practice. It may also be that, like fashion lovers, the enthusiasts of other practices are already 
engaged in somewhat sustainable enactments of the practice simply through taking the time to 
consider their actions. It is also likely that those who actively enjoy that practice are more willing 
to learn about sustainable aspects of the practice because they are willing to spend time learning 
about innovations in the practice.  
At the start of this chapter I admitted I would take a circuitous route to address the question 
plaguing sustainable fashion activists and designers: how can we convince fashion lovers to buy 
sustainable fashion? As promised, this chapter did not produce a list of solutions to address this 
question. However, it did shed light on the intricacies of fashion consumption in everyday life 
and mapped a realistic understanding of the practice and its most influential elements. Through 
engagement with fashion lovers it is clear that fashion consumption encompasses a wide range of 
considerations and emotional experiences that impact the likelihood of sustainable enactments of 
the practice. There is still work to be done in terms of thinking through these elements in greater 
detail and possibly experimenting with changes to particular elements to help facilitate a more 
sustainable practice. Some are straightforward – can we get small sustainable fashion labels into 
national retailers and/or shopping centres? Others are more convoluted – can we overcome the 
desire for the new that drives even a considered fashion practice? Perhaps the most important 
lesson to be gained from these wardrobe stories is not to ostracise, but engage; don’t judge, but 
understand. It is only by working with people in their lived reality that sustainability advocates in 
any sector can hope to work towards long-term sustainable solutions. 
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CONCLUSION 
The revolution will be beautiful 
 
 
 Fashion is hella political. — Elaine Welteroth1 
 
	
Figure 6.1: Still image from Missoni 2017 Milan Fashion Week2 
 
INTRODUCTION  
Italian fashion label Missoni made Milan Fashion Week political in February 2017 when it 
marched its models down the runway with pink pussyhats atop their heads (Reimel, 2017). Each 
attendee of the fashion show was also given a pink knitted cap – embellished with the famous 
Missoni stripes, naturally – extending the reach of the icon of the global Women’s Marches to 
the fashion sphere. The pussyhats were created following revelations of the now-US President 
Donald Trump’s tendency to, “Grab her by the pussy” when attracted to a woman. The 
Pussyhat Project was launched after President Trump’s victory and the hats are a response to his 
disrespectful comment, but according to the project’s co-founder they are also about 
																																																													
1 Teen Vogue Editor-in-Chief, as spoken at Sydney Writer’s Festival, 27 May 2017 
2 Photo c/o Instagram,	https://www.instagram.com/p/BQ9-by4jYZc/?taken-by=kwraikarn	
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“reappropriating the word ‘pussy’ in a positive way” (Reimel & Arneson, 2017). The last person 
to walk the stage of the Missoni finale was head designer Angela Missoni who tearfully stated: 
I feel the need to recognize that in a time of uncertainty there is a bond between us that 
can keep us strong and safe. The bond that unites those that respect all human rights. 
Please join me and my family on this catwalk, and let's show the world that the fashion 
community is united and fearless (Reimel, 2017). 
The Missoni show was part of a fashion industry that upped its political ante during the 2016 
US Presidential campaign, particularly pertaining to women’s and civil rights. Vogue, which had 
never made a political endorsement prior to this campaign, endorsed Hillary Clinton for 
President because of “the profound stakes” of this particular election, citing her “fierce 
intelligence and considerable experience [that] are reflected in policies and positions that are 
clear, sound, and hopeful” including racial justice, LGBTQ rights and women’s issues (Vogue, 
2016b). Later, Teen Vogue lambasted Trump in an article accusing him of “gaslighting” America 
through his trail of lies that leaves many in the electorate confused and questioning their own 
sanity; the article urges readers to fact-check every Trump statement because, “as a country and 
as individuals, we have nothing without the truth” (Duca, 2016). The Trump rhetoric that 
denigrates women, racial and ethnic minorities, and the LGBTQ community had stoked a 
political fire in the fashion community and they were speaking out.  
As Teen Vogue’s Editor-in-Chief Elaine Welteroth said, “Fashion is hella political.”3 Fashion’s 
engagement with politics is visible in the way it responds and embellishes historical and cultural 
moments4 as well as via direct involvement in political activism. One of the most well-known 
fashion activists is Katherine Hamnett, who famously created tee shirts with giant slogans in the 
																																																													
3 As spoken at Sydney Writer’s Festival, 27 May 2017 
4 E.g. Dior’s post-war New Look full skirts, the mini skirts of the 1960s, or the anti-fashion peasant look 
contrasted against Vivienne Westwood’s punk creations in the 1970s (Evans & Thornton, 1989). 
290 
	
1980s including “Choose Life” and “58% Don’t Want Pershing”,5 the latter she famously wore 
when photographed with then-UK Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher (Evans & Thornton, 
1989). While Hamnett has extended her political engagement to the realm of the fashion industry 
through the adoption of sustainable fashion standards (she engages strict environmental and 
labour guidelines in her practice (Black, 2012)), most contemporary political action from the 
fashion industry is not focused on its own activities. Instead, the activism is focused outward, on 
social issues. The fashion industry was able to mobilise around an anti-Trump agenda because he 
represents a closing down of a space the industry inhabits – at least at the elite fashion level – 
and its desire to protect its female, queer and racially-diverse community, but does not threaten 
the sector or its practices.  
Fashion activism has far-reaching potential to impact multiple practices in the fashion 
practice complex; shared elements among practices bolstered by the strength of fashion media 
can help reproduce activist performances. Given its activism potential, imagine if the fashion 
industry were to turn its political energy inward. What would happen if the creative and 
reproductive powerhouse of the fashion practice complex systematically trained its sights on its 
own environmental and human rights problems? Could the innovative impetus of the industry 
be channelled into solving fashion’s sustainability issues? Is now the time to harness the political 
energy of fashion to finally address the exploitation found throughout fashion’s supply chains? 
Or will fashion activism constantly stall at the limits of conscious consumption, which often acts 
to soothe outrage without addressing the underlying issues in any substantial way? This thesis 
began with a belief that the fashion industry can change, though admittedly I assumed change 
would come from the pressure of external activists (being an activist myself). After completing 
this research, I can see that effective change will only come about from engagement across the 
fashion practice complex – including within the heart of the fashion industry. 
																																																													
5 “Choose Life” was meant as a comment against war, the anti-abortion movement has since appropriated 
the term. “58% Don’t Want Pershing” was in protest to US Pershing Missiles being based in the UK. 
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FINISHING TOUCHES, FINDING LOOSE THREADS 
In demonstrating the complexity of fashion’s interrelated practices and its sustainability 
issues, I have argued for the examination of the practices – not the people performing the 
practices – in order to identify elements that might “unmake the unsustainability” of fashion and 
transition the fashion practice complex toward sustainability. This social practice based approach 
supports a shift away from consumer-responsibilisation tactics that lead the current activities of 
the sustainable fashion movement and broader environmental and social justice campaigns that 
address fashion.  
Findings and recommendations 
An examination of multiple practices in the fashion practice complex identified a number of 
elements and performances that hinder sustainable fashion progress in Australia. Given the 
existing pressure on consumers from activists and the industry, one of the most significant 
findings is the need for increased access to sustainable fashion in order to encourage uptake and 
growth of the sector. Consumers are time-poor and balancing a vast array of everyday 
considerations in their fashion choices that do not support a sustainable enactment of the 
practice of fashion consumption. Wardrobe examination participants were generally aware of 
sustainability issues regarding fashion, even if they did not understand the intricacies of the 
issues, but the management of daily practicalities and the emotional experiences of fashion leave 
little time or energy for detailed sustainable fashion searches. While many sustainable fashion 
labels are priced higher than fast fashion labels, they are often priced competitively with mid-
range mainstream brands – it is the physical accessibility, not the economic accessibility, which is 
most hindering consumer uptake of sustainable fashion. Most sustainable fashion is not readily 
accessible to the average consumer as it is commonly sold primarily on websites and in specialty 
boutiques. The majority of participants do not enjoy online shopping or shopping in boutiques, 
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preferring the shopping centre and department stores as “one stop shops” with “lots of brands 
under one roof” because of time constraints. To these participants, purchasing an unknown label 
from a website is perceived as a high-risk purchase – they do not want to deal with the hassle of 
shipping and returns should an item not fit or be otherwise unsuitable. In addition, in spite of 
the sustainable fashion movement’s best efforts, there remains a lingering stigma of boring or 
unattractive sustainable fashion amongst some consumers, which is likely reinforced by the lack 
of available sustainable fashion in mainstream retail stores or upfront information on the 
clothing in mainstream stores that include sustainable elements. 
Another element that may hinder sustainable progress in fashion is the emotional labour 
expended by sustainable fashion entrepreneurs. Passionate and innovative pioneers have led the 
transition toward sustainable fashion to date, yet this passion and innovation comes at a cost. 
The emotional labour consists of ethical motivations, entrepreneurial risk and financial 
insecurity; hallmarks of the practice of sustainable fashion design in Australia, which may deter 
other designers from reproducing the practice because the cost of this labour may be too high. 
There is potential for mainstream industry and/or government support to enable a swifter 
transition of the industry toward sustainability. The entrepreneurs have the passion and the 
know-how to aid this transition, and financial and institutional support may enable an up-scaling 
of sustainable fashion practices as well as greater investment in design and material innovation. 
Support from industry and government in this manner also offers potential for the Australian 
market to take a leadership position in sustainable fashion, demonstrating how multiple aspects 
of the fashion practice complex could work together to aid a more rapid transition. 
Some elements in mainstream fashion practices that prohibit sustainable performances of 
design and retail were identified. For example, in Australia, as in other Western consumer 
societies, the prevalence of discount, fast fashion retailers has dramatically changed the 
competitive landscape and consumer expectations of the cost and value of clothing, two factors 
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that will continue to impede sustainable progress in the sector.  In addition, rigid growth-based 
business structures that are often reliant upon large numbers of employees and other systems 
(e.g. external factories and makers), which would require continued financial support if/when 
sustainable elements are introduced to the practice. The focus on BAU financial performances 
appears to greatly limit the potential for change, and also reproduces sustainable business myths 
that inhibit strong, sustainable transitions within mainstream fashion practices.  
Despite the wide variety of sustainable fashion design aesthetics available in the market, there 
is a lingering stigma of “ugly eco-fashion” among both industry and consumers that hinders 
progress toward a sustainable and transparent fashion practice complex. This stigma may be 
lessened through stronger communication about sustainability from style-focused brands, 
including mainstream brands that do not actively communicate their sustainability credentials. 
This stigma may also lessen with increased access to sustainable fashion labels, as suggested 
above – if a consumer does not have physical access to sustainable fashion s/he cannot learn 
about the variety of aesthetic options currently on offer through sustainable fashion labels. 
Another aspect of this stigma is the disconnect in the definition of “fashion” between 
consumers, industry and sustainable fashion designers. While many in the mainstream fashion 
industry define fashion through the connections to the media and promotion systems 
(magazines, Fashion Weeks, advertisers, etc.), consumers have a less strict definition of fashion 
and often consume outside these systems, creating wardrobes using garments from within this 
system and without, through vintage shops, high street shops, swaps, markets and other second-
hand options. Decreasing the significance of the word “fashion” in “sustainable fashion” in the 
industry may enable wider communication throughout the fashion system, which may in turn 
lead to an increase of consumer uptake of sustainable labels. 
However, there is also hope to be found within the fashion practice complex. In addition to 
the innovations developed by sustainable fashion entrepreneurs, both mainstream fashion 
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industry and fashion consumer practices offer opportunities for change. Over the course of this 
research project sustainability activity increased among mainstream brands, though not to the 
extent seen in international fashion brands. A growing number of brands make their supplier 
lists publicly available in the name of transparency and are experimenting with sustainable fibres 
and/or clothing recycling schemes. However, not all brands openly communicate their 
sustainability actions. Brands need to reconsider this practice – consumers are actively seeking 
sustainable fashion and details about sustainability, and they may pass up brands that are engaged 
in sustainable practices because the information is too hard to find. Furthermore, there has been 
significant attention focused on labour welfare issues, but far less on environmental issues, which 
remains a significant problem throughout the mainstream industry and offers additional potential 
to reach an environmentally conscious consumer. 
In addition, many of the mainstream brands in this study are aware of sustainability issues 
within their supply chains and acknowledge the need for change. While many feel limited by the 
small size of their company in comparison to the international markets of fabric buying and 
production, it may be possible for Australian brands to work together and approach overseas 
suppliers as a coalition (an idea suggested by sustainable fashion NGOs but yet to be trialled). In 
addition, because industry practices of design, media and retail have significant influence in 
generating meaning elements within fashion, mainstream industry practices can influence 
sustainable fashion performances of the consumption practice, should meaning elements (like 
branding and aesthetics) adopt a sustainable tone.  At this time, however, it is the potential of the 
mainstream industry that offers hope, rather than any concrete actions – additional commitment, 
education and incentives are required to turn this potential into tangible sustainable transitions. 
Hybrid brands provide unique insights into a sustainable future of fashion in Australia, and 
offer some of the greatest hope for transitioning the fashion practice complex. These brands 
launched with the same motives and intentions as entrepreneurs and have been able to break 
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into the mainstream market. Like the entrepreneurs, hybrid labels emphasise style/aesthetics as 
much as sustainability in their businesses, but often engage in more sophisticated financial and 
business planning/management than smaller start-ups. These brands offer insights into bridging 
the gap between sustainable fashion entrepreneurs and mainstream fashion companies and 
improving sustainability throughout the sector, demonstrating how to achieve sustainability on a 
large scale. The success of hybrid brands reinforces the potential of industry or government 
support of entrepreneurs, should those entities offer financial and business planning guidance to 
smaller entrepreneurs, enable a scaling up of production, offer mainstream fashion media 
support, or other assistance. The hybrid brands should be investigated in greater detail to 
examine how small entrepreneurships can up-scale and/or how mainstream fashion brands can 
incorporate sustainability more seamlessly into their practices. 
Finally, the fashion lovers’ performances of fashion consumption provide hope for a 
transition to a sustainable fashion complex. As this research has demonstrated, fashion 
consumption is already layered and complex before issues of sustainability are considered. 
Consumers often prioritise what may appear to be rather mundane or ordinary requirements – 
including what is appropriate for work, what is a convenient location to buy clothing, how easy a 
garment is to clean, whether an item can be worn to work as well as out socially, or whether it 
can be worn to chase a toddler around the house – but this does not mean consumers do not 
know or care about the issues. In actuality, a variety of sustainable elements are present in my 
participants’ enactments of fashion consumption such as performances that place a high value 
on clothing, deeply considering fashion purchases, and embracing vintage and secondhand 
garments. This finding points toward addressing fashion consumption in different ways than 
most often employed by the movement such as an emphasis on fashion waste, the negative 
aspects of consumption, and statistics on water/chemical/energy use in clothing production. 
Instead communication could focus on aspects of quality, longevity, cost-per-wear, honing one’s 
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personal style, the style impact of tailored clothing and the positive feelings one gets from 
wearing fashion they love. This type of messaging occurs in some campaigns, but the statistics-
heavy and/or “stop-shopping” messages have the impact of disengaging consumers, rather than 
empowering them. The frequency of these elements amongst the cohort’s performances suggests 
that sustainable enactments of fashion consumption may not be that difficult to perform and can 
avoid getting mired in details such as “which fabric is most sustainable?”, as long as the desire to 
consume large volumes of clothing can be contained. The challenge remains how to ensure 
“valuing fashion” is incorporated into all fashion consumption performances and not just those 
of fashion lovers, including how this is translated into performances by carriers with less time, 
interest and expendable income. 
 In addition, while this was not a large-scale quantitative survey, over half of the wardrobe 
examination participants actively brought up issues of sustainability unprompted that related to 
sweatshops, animal welfare, the waste/poor quality of fast fashion, and synthetic microfibers in 
the ocean. It appears that messages about sustainability have been getting through, but 
consumers do not always know what to do with the information. Communication directed 
toward consumers, including accreditation/rating systems, should become more transparent and 
more empowering. Consumers see through greenwash, are frustrated with limited information 
from brands and accreditation/rating systems, and do not respond to being talked down to or 
made to feel guilty. They seek clear and honest communication about what a label is doing in 
terms of sustainability. This does not mean a label has to be “perfectly” sustainable, but  
that it openly spells out what it is doing in terms of environmental and labour standards on  
each garment.	 
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Future research opportunities 
A few loose threads remain from this research project and offer opportunities for further 
research. The first is the importance of sustainable motivations amongst participants. There was 
an extremely high prevalence of personal, emotional motivations among the sustainable fashion 
movement and in the performances of sustainable fashion design. This motivation appeared to 
support continued efforts to improve fashion’s sustainability notwithstanding the financial and 
emotional labour hardships. There was a marked contrast in mainstream performances that felt 
more clinical and based on guilty notions of sustainability being “the right thing to do,” which 
raises the question of how important personal motivations are in supporting a shift in fashion 
practices. Although having personal environmental values does not necessarily lead to 
environmental actions (P. C. Stern, Dietz, Abel, Guagnano, & Kalof, 1999), can sustainable 
changes be enacted if practitioners do not possess those values at all? While personal motivations 
may provide the energy to continue the transition, they may also act as blinders against 
limitations, as seen in the financial instability of many sustainable fashion entrepreneurs. 
Additional research is required to understand the importance of these motives in the face of the 
difficulty of enacting sustainable performances, especially in mainstream industry practices that 
are harder to change. 
Another loose thread from this thesis is the significance of desire – especially continuous 
desire for new garments – throughout the fashion practice complex. Many industry practices aim 
to generate this desire in consumption, and it is also the element that prevents most fashion 
consumption performances from being sustainable as wardrobes are constantly added to, altered 
or enhanced with new acquisitions. These new pieces typically require energy, water and raw 
material inputs and the old pieces are disposed of – whether tossed in a bin or donated to a 
charitable recycler, sustainability impacts are felt. Without this desire, many of my participants’ 
performances of fashion would have been considered sustainable – on par with the consumption 
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performances of sustainable fashion activists and designers6 – yet the performances were marked 
by continuous consumption of clothing. This desire was most prevalent among fast fashion 
shoppers, and the specific practice of fast fashion consumption warrants significant additional 
research to determine how that practice may transition toward sustainability, if it indeed  
is possible. The influence of identity on desire for clothing should also be interrogated, including 
how social practice theory can better account for issues of identity, which are attributed to 
practitioners who enact a practice but are not considered elements of the practice. 
As a sustainable fashion activist, the element of “desire for the new” is a key source of 
frustration as the movement matures and grows. Whether fast fashion, vintage fashion or 
designer fashion, the role of desire for new clothing remains a quandary to be addressed, 
especially if we are to move beyond conscious consumption tactics that rely on the consumption 
of “better” garments but at the existing rate of excessive consumption. There is a prevalence of 
marketing sustainable fashion garments in the same manner and frequency as traditional fashion 
garments, often in an attempt to demonstrate the aesthetic qualities and to embrace the pleasure 
of fashion consumption. This type of promotion is often paired with the notion that consumers 
can “have it all” – enjoyment of fashion without the sustainability guilt. Secondhand markets are 
also increasingly marketed as “sustainable” modes of fashion consumption, even when including 
stalls of fast fashion lovers selling their latest “haul” to invest in their next haul.7 It remains to be 
understood the point at which sustainable fashion consumption becomes unsustainable because 
of high purchase volume, and the element of desire generation in practices of sustainable fashion 
design and secondhand fashion marketing makes the question more problematic. 
																																																													
6 Every participant was asked about her/his shopping habits, and the responses from movement 
participants and sustainable fashion entrepreneurs offer great insight into “sustainable” consumption, 
though were not analysed in this thesis, indicating another area for further research. 
7 There is a trend for fast fashion lovers to video blog about their “hauls” – showing off how many 
garments they bought in one hit (Siegle, 2011). Many of these hauls are eventually sold at secondhand 
fashion markets, where vintage stalls often operate near those with poor quality fast fashion garments. 
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DESIGNING FUTURE FASHION RESEARCH 
The rapidly emerging field of sustainable fashion appears on the cusp of rapid research 
expansion. Over the course of this PhD I felt an endless source of inspiration for further 
research as sustainable fashion gained awareness and traction among industry and society. Some 
of the latest sustainability discussions in the fashion industry, particularly on the international 
scene, have to do with creating a “circular economy” of fashion. In contrast to a linear economy, 
which is based on a “take, make, dispose” rationale, a circular economy closes the loop on waste 
products by changing the design and production of goods, as well as supporting maintenance, 
repair and recycling, so that nothing is sent to landfill (though some parts of goods may be 
composted, returning nutrients to the earth). The concept was introduced by environmental 
economists David Pearce and R. Kerry Turner (1990), made popular by William McDonough 
and Michael Braungart in their text Cradle to cradle: Remaking the way we make things (2002), and 
some in the mainstream fashion industry started to engage with circular economy design in 2014 
via Fashion Positive, a group funded by McDonough and Braungart’s Cradle to Cradle (C2C) 
Institute. Fashion Positive certifies various materials to C2C standards including fabric, yarn, 
dyes, threads and some apparel, and is an industry thought leader for the circular fashion 
economy (A. McCourt, personal communication, August 26, 2014).  
Recently H&M entered the circular economy discussion with its sponsorship of the Mistra 
Future Fashion research program and the annual Global Change Award offering a one million 
euro grant to support innovators who can help them “close the loop” on fashion. The 
competition, which has so far run in 2016 and 2017, has awarded finalists predominantly in the 
materials category, including fabrics that can biodegrade or that use fewer resources to be created 
(H&M, 2017). The fast fashion retailer also claims to embrace the circular economy with its 
clothing recycling program; customers can bring in their used clothing and home textiles (of any 
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brand) and H&M will sort the goods into those that can be re-worn and sold at secondhand 
clothing stores, those that will be cut into rags, and those that will be shredded into fibres for 
recycling in insulation and carpet underlay. Although not stated in their documents but can be 
assumed based on current textile recycling practices, many of these garments and textiles will still 
end up in landfill. The 2017 Copenhagen Fashion Summit8 also included a Call to action for a 
circular fashion system to accelerate the industry’s volume of reused and recycled textiles; since the 
call to action 64 fashion companies and corporations have signed the commitment, which 
represents 7.5 per cent of the global fashion market (CFS, 2017). 
The recent interest behind the circular economy indicates an important area for additional 
research and scrutiny. On the one hand, this focus can be interpreted as more BAU tactics, 
designed to keep financial sustainability and growth as the number one priority for fashion 
companies. After all, recycling textiles requires a large quantity of energy, water and chemicals – 
it is not an environmentally-neutral activity. Given the volumes of clothing that H&M and other 
global retailers produce it seems that a focus on the circular economy may simply enable similar 
volumes of goods for a slightly smaller “footprint.” This is particularly problematic because 
fashion consumption is growing among Western consumers and, as discussed in Chapter Four, 
H&M’s future growth is heavily reliant on increased consumption from the growing middle 
classes of China and India. However, if truly innovative design, recyclability and biodegradability 
of fashion can be achieved, there remains potential for an innovation “fix” to many of fashion’s 
sustainability issues. In that case, should it matter if financial growth is still achieved (and 
desired) among fashion businesses? Interdisciplinary research including engineering, lifecycle 
assessment, economics and consumer behaviour specialities, among others, should be conducted 
to determine the potential impact and limitations of this focus on the circular economy in the 
fashion sector. 
																																																													
8 Touted the “world’s most important event on sustainability in fashion” and held under the patronage of 
HRH Crown Princess Mary of Denmark. 
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There is some early engagement in Australia with a circular fashion economy, including from 
wool blanket company Seljak. The company uses the offcuts from the nation’s oldest wool 
weaving mill to create its blankets, which are designed to be re-manufactured into new blankets 
at the end of their useful life. Co-founder Karina was part of the event hosted by Edge 
Environment in November 2016 (Chapter Four) and she shared her insights on developing a 
closed loop textile system based on technology and building relationships with factories. If the 
goals from the event are carried out there may be additional closed loop textile systems created 
in Australia on a larger scale – most likely from the workwear sector (including high visibility 
garments and other uniforms) based on the participants of the event. Should this work progress 
it would provide an ideal opportunity for interdisciplinary research to consider the potential of 
circular economy textiles here in Australia. However, since most Australian textile manufacturing 
has ceased in recent decades, the potential for creating a closed loop system based in Australia 
may face initial barriers of skills- and factories-shortages that may preclude the development of 
such a system. 
Fashion rental is another fashion practice that deserves attention from sustainable fashion 
researchers. As with other sustainable fashion trends, the majority of this activity is taking place 
overseas. US-based fashion rental companies Bag Borrow Or Steal and Rent the Runway have 
been in operation since 2004 and 2009 respectively and rent a vast array of clothing and 
accessories across the country. In Amsterdam, the LENA Library allows its subscribers to 
borrow whatever fashion pieces they want from its collection of 1950s-1990s vintage pieces for a 
fee of 20 euros per month. Australia participates in the fashion rental market primarily via the 
rental of formal and cocktail dresses.9 The market size is significantly smaller in Australia, which 
makes rental a challenge because its success relies on high turnover and availability of a wide 
variety of styles and sizes. The sustainability benefits of rental warrant investigation to learn how 
																																																													
9 Existing companies include GlamCorner, Your Closet and Dressed Up, while Can I Borrow That?, one 
of the earliest designer dress rental companies in Australia, has closed. 
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rental impacts the practice of fashion consumption in particular. For example, are consumers 
buying fewer pieces or are they primarily using the rental companies to top up their wardrobes 
for special occasions? What is the environmental impact of shipping and cleaning the garments 
after each use? How can social sustainability considerations, like sweatshop labour, be 
incorporated into the practice of fashion rental? As fashion innovations continue to transpire – 
sustainable or otherwise – the opportunities for sustainable fashion research will continue to 
grow in this rapidly expanding, highly dynamic field. 
Finally, the Australian context of this thesis provides useful detail on region-specific fashion 
practices and offers insights applicable to other Western consumer societies. Australia’s 
geographic distance from the global fashion centres of Paris, London and New York historically 
kept it behind in some trends, though the increased use of social media and online shopping has 
closed this gap in recent years. Australian consumers have embraced international brands, often 
to the detriment of the local market, and Sydney in particular is recognised as a global city due its 
integration into the global economy and its position as a “gateway” to the Asia-Pacific region 
(GaWC, 2017). Importantly, Australian attitudes toward climate change and ethical consumption 
are similar to the US and the UK, suggesting that consumer attitudes to fashion and 
sustainability should be comparable at well (Climate Institute, 2013; IpsosMORI, 2014; 
Leiserowitz et al., 2014). Social practice-based studies on fashion and sustainability could be 
replicated in other Western consumer societies, including comparative studies. In addition, since 
this thesis began the discussion of sustainable fashion in developing countries – particularly India 
– has increased dramatically, suggesting the opportunity to replicate the study in developing 
nations as well. An international approach to the social practice of fashion and sustainability 
should further the potential for sustainable transitions due to the highly globalised nature  
of fashion. 
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FASHIONING A SUSTAINABLE FUTURE 
	
Figure 6.2: Pieces on display at Hacking the Anthropocene.  
Clockwise from top left: Carlie Ballard and Sheila Forever Intimates;  
Pure Pod; Maison Briz Vegas; and Patagonia. Author’s own image. 
In May 2017 I participated in an academic symposium called “Hacking the Anthropocene” 
where I delivered a seven-minute presentation on the topic of, “What to wear to weather the end 
of the world as we know it.” Despite the apocalyptic tone of the provocation, I turned to my 
experience with the sustainable fashion industry to deliver a Future of fashion manifesto that offered 
hope from the fashion sector. A number of designers generously loaned me fashion pieces to 
display during the symposium (Figure 6.2). The goodwill of the businesses – mostly small labels, 
with the exception of Patagonia – acted as a reminder of the goodwill that drives much of the 
sustainable fashion movement. Despite all the negative background research surrounding fashion 
and sustainability, engagement with the sustainable fashion sector can act as a remarkable spring 
of hope amidst the despair. 
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The Future of fashion manifesto (which remains a work-in-progress) included the following 
concepts: Collaborative Kinship, Clear Connections, (Re)Creation and Challenge. Collaborative 
Kinship acknowledges the potential of forming strong social bonds and overcoming the notion 
of “competitors,” and is supported by Clear Connections, a celebration of transparency in supply 
chains. The hybrid label KITX (Chapter Four) demonstrates that successful businesses can share 
information, as does the global sustainability leader Patagonia, breaking down current notions of 
competition. Building connections and working collaboratively expands the process of knowing 
one’s suppliers, which Carlie Ballard (Chapter Three) exemplifies in her dealings with her 
workshop in Lucknow, India. Initially the workshop had been constructed with tables and desks 
– the way Western factories are set up. Through open communication Ballard and others who 
use the workshop learned that workers prefer to sit on the floor, and so the garment workers 
helped create a revised workshop design that was more comfortable, and the working 
relationship was strengthened as a result. Entrepreneur Kelli Donovan of Pure Pod (Chapter 
Three) exhibits the potential of building social bonds in her latest collection, created in 
collaboration with a local Australian artist. In addition, through her personal sessions with clients 
Donovan also demonstrates that fashion creation does not have to happen behind closed doors 
– building relationships and keeping information and innovation in the open can have 
revolutionary impacts on designers, businesses and consumers.  
(Re)Creation acknowledges the potential of re-thinking waste. Though this concept may be 
related to a circular economy, it also addresses the vast amount of waste already in existence. 
Examples include Sheila Forever Intimates, which uses factory offcuts to create lingerie, 
Patagonia’s use of recycled plastic and down, and experimental label Maison Briz Vegas and its 
pieces made of clothing from secondhand markets that are refashioned into new garments and 
embellished with hand-block prints, plastic waste “sequins” and plastic bag feathering. Maison 
Briz Vegas adheres to sustainable and slow fashion practices but also includes another motive, 
“an underlying desire to draw beauty and magic out of waste and excess” (Binotto & Payne, 
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2017). Finally, given fashion’s creative essence, it should also challenge us in new ways. Whether 
through the creative and provocative pieces of Maison Briz Vegas, which helps us question 
waste and the value of clothing, or through Missoni’s pussyhat parade. Fashion’s challenges need 
not be limited to our design and aesthetic perspectives, but can expand to our political and 
ethical values as well. Interesting, innovative and forward-thinking design practices hold great 
potential to challenge our assumptions about fashion, waste, labour and human rights.  
Fashion forecaster Li Edelkoort published a widely popular manifesto in 2015 – the Anti-
fashion manifesto. In it she claimed, “Fashion is dead” and called instead for the rise of clothing. 
While I understand many of her gripes with fashion,10 I wholeheartedly disagree with her 
conclusion that fashion is dead or even that fashion needs to die. Fashion is part of life. To claim 
it is “dead” and should be forgotten neglects the magic it offers and its impact on how we view 
the world. There is no point in tossing it all away, writing it off as frivolous, wasteful or self-
serving, or even to lessen its magical qualities by focusing on “clothing” rather than “fashion.”  
Tapping into creativity is essential for weathering our future climate realities. Inspiration for 
sustainability responses can and must come from all aspects of social life, and fashion offers a 
prime opportunity to provoke new ways of thinking through its ability to attract, bewilder and 
inspire. It is time to ride the momentum started by the sustainable fashion movement – the 
revolution is just getting started, and it promises to be quite beautiful.  
 
																																																													
10 She suggested the industry has become too insular, students are taught to be individualistic catwalk 
designers, the pace has accelerated too rapidly, textile design skills have been lost, sweatshops plague the 
industry, and fashion bloggers have taken over true fashion critique. 
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Appendix 1 
Anti-consumerism Facebook campaigns  
	
https://www.facebook.com/piecefit/ (Accessed October 2014) 
			
	
				 	
Adbusters https://www.adbusters.org/bnd/ (Accessed October 2014) 
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1 Million Women online campaigns 
	
https://www.instagram.com/p/BTAKc2pgYpg/?taken-by=1millionwomen&hl=en  (Accessed 23 August 2017) 
	
	
https://www.instagram.com/p/BSzV7pSAiZC/?taken-by=1millionwomen&hl=en (Accessed 23 August 2017) 
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https://www.instagram.com/p/BSKADbzgyxI/?taken-by=1millionwomen&hl=en (Accessed 23 August 2017) 
	
	
https://www.instagram.com/p/BRIEzmLg4CL/?taken-by=1millionwomen&hl=en (Accessed 23 August 2017) 
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https://www.instagram.com/p/BOfi2G6jgVp/?taken-by=1millionwomen&hl=en (Accessed 23 August 2017) 
	
	
https://www.facebook.com/1MillionWomen/videos/10158821680790393/?hc_ref=NEWSFEED (Accessed 23 August 2017) 
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Fashion Revolution Australia/New Zealand online campaigns 
	
https://www.instagram.com/p/BR7BlEhDhtv/?taken-by=fash_rev_ausnz (Accessed 23 August 2017) 
	
	
https://www.instagram.com/p/BQY72TOgVyf/?taken-by=fash_rev_ausnz (Accessed 23 August 2017) 
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https://www.instagram.com/p/BQSV6mwgJ-A/?taken-by=fash_rev_ausnz (Accessed 23 August 2017) 
	
	
https://www.instagram.com/p/BJccTuiBXSn/?taken-by=fash_rev_ausnz (Accessed 23 August 2017) 
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https://www.instagram.com/p/BElCxakxxaQ/?taken-by=fash_rev_ausnz (Accessed 23 August 2017) 
	
	
https://www.instagram.com/p/BEhMlPIxxQZ/?taken-by=fash_rev_ausnz (Accessed 23 August 2017) 
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https://www.instagram.com/p/BEYqxK8Rxae/?taken-by=fash_rev_ausnz (Accessed 23 August 2017) 
	
	
https://www.instagram.com/p/BEcE43GRxa2/?taken-by=fash_rev_ausnz (Accessed 23 August 2017) 
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Online campaigns by sustainable fashion retailers and labels 
	
https://www.instagram.com/p/BTKNEyHjOZp/?taken-by=helpsy_ (Accessed 23 August 2017) 
	
	
	
https://www.instagram.com/p/BT8XdNIBDwt/?taken-by=ecomono_ (Accessed 23 August 2017) 
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https://www.instagram.com/p/BTmzvlFlNgj/?taken-by=gingerelliottaus (Accessed 23 August 2017) 
	
	
	
https://www.instagram.com/p/BTvjk-VBz4t/?taken-by=ragandtraderstore&hl=en (Accessed 23 August 2017) 
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Appendix 2 
Sustainable fashion movement participants 
Name Organisation(s) Role / Organisation Type Interview Date & Location 
Carlie Ballard Carlie Ballard 
Clean Cut Fashion 
Darley Store 
 
Designer / Fashion label 
Co-founder / Advocacy 
Co-founder / Retail 
22 October 2014, Sydney 
19 August 2016, Sydney 
Caroline Poiner Artisans of Fashion 
Cloth & Co 
 
Founder / Advocacy 
Designer / Fashion label 
23 June 2015, Sydney 
Clare Press 
 
Marie Clare 
Daily Life 
 
Journalist 15 August 2016, Sydney 
Edda Hamar 
 
Undress Runways Founder / Advocacy 18 November 2015, Brisbane (phone) 
Fabia Pryor RMIT  
Kangan Institute 
 
Lecturer / Academia 
Hub Coordinator / Technical training 
26 June 2015, Melbourne (phone) 
Gordon Renouf Good On You 
 
Founder / Rating system 18 August 2015, Sydney 
Jaana Quaintance-James David Jones 
 
Ethical Sourcing Manager / Retail 3 June 2015, Sydney 
4 April 2017, Sydney 
 
Jasmin Mawson Baptist World Aid 
 
Corporate Advocacy Coordinator / 
Advocacy 
 
11 December 2015, Sydney 
Jen Nini EcoWarrior Princess Blogger 20 August 2015, Sydney 
 
Joanne Yu A Good Space 
 
Co-founder / Retail 29 May 2015, Melbourne 
Julie Belic Surrender Apparel 
 
Designer / Fashion label 30 May 2015, Melbourne 
Kelli Donovan Pure Pod Designer / Fashion label 15 May 2015, Canberra 
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Kelly Elkin ALAS the Label 
Clean Cut Fashion 
Wellmade Clothes 
 
Designer / Fashion label 
Co-founder / Advocacy 
Co-founder / Retail 
11 November 2014, Sydney 
Kirri-Mae Sampson TFIA 
Kirri-Made 
 
Project Manager / Industry Body 
Artisan / Accessories label 
29 May 2015, Melbourne 
Kit Willow KITX 
 
Designer / Fashion label 20 August 2015, Sydney 
Melinda Tually Fashion Revolution 
 
Head of Australian chapter / 
Advocacy 
 
5 February 2015, Sydney 
Nick Savaidis Etiko 
 
Founder / Retail 14 August 2015, Melbourne (phone) 
Sigrid McCarthey Ethical Clothing Australia 
Hessian and Intent 
 
Marketing / Advocacy 
Editor / Magazine 
29 May 2015, Melbourne 
Steven Wright Corr Blimey 
Canberra Institute of 
Technology 
 
Co-founder / Designer 
Lecturer / Academia 
15 May 2015, Canberra 
Yatu Widders Hunt Clean Cut 
Thinking Fashion 
 
Co-founder / Advocacy 
Blogger 
6 July 2015, Sydney 
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Sustainable fashion activism events 
Who/What Role When 
Clean Cut Designer Showcase Co-founder/producer April 2014 
Sydney Ideas “Beauty Without Harm” featuring Kit Willow, Janna Quaintance-
James and me 
 
Speaker August 2014 
University of Sydney clothes swap Co-organiser April 2015 
Clean Cut Future Talk panel 1 featuring CUE, Kowtow, Nobody Denim Attendee April 2015 
Manly Green Drinks Speaker May 2015 
City of Sydney Green Villages workshop Speaker June 2015 
1 Million Women/Northern Beaches clothes swap Co-organiser June 2015 
GreenUps fashion and sustainability presentation Speaker August 2015 
Undress Runways fashion show Attendee October 2015 
The Helm High Tea on the High Seas Attendee October 2015 
Northern Beaches Permaculture presentation Speaker November 2015 
Manly Council sustainable fashion workshops x 2 (one including a swap, one 
including an Op Shop tour) 
 
Speaker December 2015 
Willoughby Council sustainable fashion workshop and Op Shop tour Speaker March 2016 
Clean Cut Future Talk panel 2 featuring Country Road, TOME, ECA Attendee May 2016 
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QUT and Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade sustainable fashion 
workshop with delegation from Indonesia  
 
Speaker May 2016 
NSW High School Textile Teacher conference lecture Speaker July 2016 
Hotel Hotel clothes swap, Canberra Attendee July 2016 
1 Million Women online fashion panel featuring Bianca Spender and me Speaker November 2016 
Willoughby Council sustainable fashion workshop and clothes swap Speaker November 2016 
QUT and Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade sustainable fashion 
workshop with delegation from Indonesia 
 
Speaker March 2017 
Fashion Revolution “The New Normal” event featuring Levi Strauss & Co and 
Patagonia 
 
Attendee April 2017 
Willoughby Council sustainable fashion workshop / Fashion Revolution Day  Speaker April 2017 
Clean Cut Future Talk panel 3 featuring Viktoria & Woods, Manning Cartell and 
environmentalist/model Laura Wells  
 
Attendee May 2017 
Sydney Writer’s Festival Attendee May 2017 
NSW High School Textile Teacher conference lecture Speaker June 2017 
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Appendix 3 
Sustainable fashion label/entrepreneur participants1 
Label / Category / 
Interview details 
Participant name Demographic 
information 
Fashion 
trained? 
Rationale 
ALAS the Label / 
Sleepwear 
Sydney  
11 November 2014 
Kelly Elkin Two Australian women 
/ early 30s 
Yes One of Australia’s first sustainable fashion labels. 
Focuses on environmental and labour issues through GOTS 
certification of organic cotton, use of AZO-free dyes, and 
ethical work practices. 
Two co-founders trained as fashion designers, worked only 
briefly in the mainstream fashion industry before launching own 
label. 
Audrey Blue / 
Womenswear 
Canberra 
15 May 2015 
Hannah Parris Australian woman / 
late 30s 
No One of Australia’s first sustainable fashion labels. 
Focuses on environmental and labour issues through GOTS 
and Fairtrade certified organic cotton, ethically-sourced wool, 
and ethical work practices. 
Designing for ‘everyday women’ – not designer, not yogawear, 
made to wear to the office or around town. 
Owner not trained as a fashion designer – self-taught. 
																																																													
1 Many of these participants are also listed in Appendix 2 for their insights into the movement. This table provides additional rationale for why each label was 
selected for participation. 
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Carlie Ballard / 
Womenswear 
Sydney 
22 October 2014 
19 August 2016 
Carlie Ballard Australian woman / 
mid-30s 
No Winner of Green Lifestyle Magazine award. 
Innovative approach to working with garment workers in India, 
including use of artisan skills to hand-weave fabric, supporting 
women tailors, and use of an ethical workshop. Some use of 
sustainable materials (natural fibres, not all certified-organic) 
Owner not trained as a fashion designer – self-taught. 
Cloth & Co / 
Luxury homewares, 
womenswear and 
accessories 
Sydney 
23 June 2015 
Caroline Poiner Australian woman / 
mid-50s 
No Small label working with women’s cooperatives and workshops 
in northern India. 
Focus on ethical production, identifies with the slow fashion 
movement, and uses natural fibres and chemical-free processes. 
Owner not trained as a fashion designer – self-taught. 
Corr Blimey /  
Streetwear for women 
and men 
Canberra 
15 May 2015 
Steven Wright Partnered Australian 
man and woman / 
mid-30s 
Yes Longstanding sustainable fashion label with a focus on 
innovation and desire to create ‘functional sculptures’. 
Garments can be made-to-order and support environmental 
practices by utilizing locally-produced materials and overstock 
fabrics. Identifies with slow fashion movement. 
Co-founders trained as fashion designers, did not work for 
‘mainstream’ fashion labels but one co-founder teaches at 
Canberra Institute of Technology and produces FashFest. 
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Dharma Bums / 
Activewear 
Sydney 
7 June 2016 
Debra Lawson British Australian 
woman with Australian 
male business partner 
/ late 40s 
Yes Activewear label launched to take advantage of growing 
activewear market but with an emphasis on ethical production. 
Pieces created in ECA-accredited factories in Sydney, has not 
yet incorporated many sustainable fabrics but aims to in the 
future. 
Trained as a fashion designer and worked for over 20 years with 
a number of mainstream everyday brands. 
FEIT / footwear 
Sydney 
7 June 2016 
Josh Price Two Australian men / 
mid-30s 
Yes Best described as “slow fashion” footwear. Each pair of shoes 
takes one person two days to create (before they sit on shoe 
lasts for finishes/final shaping. Luxury sneakers and boots. 
No accreditations but thorough supply chain knowledge, 
handsewn shoes, natural leather sourced from beef industry, 
and vegetable and metal-free tanning procedures. 
The designer was trained in fashion design, business partner 
was not but he manages marketing and store operations. 
Foxtrot Threads / 
Childrenswear 
Canberra 
16 May 2015 
Jason Tolmie Australian man / mid-
30s 
No Kidswear label that launched in 2015 following a Kickstarter 
campaign. 
Illustrator printing onto certified organic shirts, GOTS certified 
and ethically produced. 
Owner not trained as a fashion designer, not ‘designing’ the 
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shirts, just producing them with his illustrations. 
Good Day Girl / 
Womenswear 
Sydney 
11 August 2017 
Sophie Toohey 2 Australian women / 
mid-40s 
Yes Womenswear label, created made-to-order. 
Produces only the garments that have been pre-ordered to 
avoid fashion waste at the end of a season, and to improve 
customer satisfaction with sizing. 
Predominantly use luxury and sustainable fabrics. 
Jacob & Esau /  
Streetwear for women 
and men 
Melbourne 
29 May 2015 
Esther Kirwan 2 Australian women / 
mid-20s 
Yes Streetwear label for men and women. 
Produced ethically in Indonesia, not yet incorporating 
sustainable materials into the clothing. 
Label founded in 2015 by two women, one still in fashion 
school, the other running an ethical fashion and gift shop. 
Mighty Good Undies / 
Underwear 
Sydney 
22 August 2016 
Elena Antoniou 2 Australian women / 
mid 30s to early 40s 
No Organic cotton underwear range for men and women. 
Focuses on environmental and labour issues through GOTS 
certification of organic cotton, use of AZO-free dyes, and 
ethical work practices. Produced in India. 
Neither trained in fashion design. One founder is the founder 
of Audrey Blue, the other own a fashion PR agency. 
Moonbird / Sleepwear 
Sydney 
Rachel Pines British Australian 
woman / early 40s 
No Organic cotton sleepwear for women and children. 
Focuses on environmental and labour issues through GOTS 
certification of organic cotton, use of AZO-free dyes, and 
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19 August 2016 
 
ethical work practices. Produced in India. 
Owner not trained as a fashion designer – self-taught. 
NICO /  
Underwear 
Brisbane (via Skype) 
2015 
 
Lis Harvey Australian woman / 
early 30s 
No Winner of 2014 global SOURCE Award for best lingerie or 
swimwear label. 
Supports environmental and labour issues through use of 
GOTS certified organic cotton and Australian garment 
production certified by Ethical Clothing Australia. 
Owner not trained as a fashion designer – self-taught. 
New Model Beauty 
Queen / Womenswear 
Melbourne 
29 May 2015 
 
Dale Cornell Husband (Australian) 
and wife (Chinese) / 
early 50s 
Yes Womens fashion designed and manufactured locally from 
Brunswick, Victoria. Made-to-order available. 
Supports environmental and labour issues through use of 
overstock fabric and Ethical Clothing Australia-certified 
production from own workshop. Identifies with slow fashion 
and supports healthy body image for women. 
Owner trained in fashion design with decades of experience 
before launching NMBQ. 
Pure Pod /  
Womenswear 
Canberra 
15 May 2015 
Kelli Donovan Australian woman / 
mid-40s 
Yes One of Australia’s first sustainable fashion labels, creates ready-
to-wear and made-to-order garments. 
Supports environmental and labour issues through use of 
sustainable materials and well-established relationships with 
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 local, Australian producers. Identifies with slow fashion 
movement. 
Owner trained in fashion design and worked in mainstream 
fashion industry for a number of years before leaving to re-
focus on something she supported. 
Surrender Apparel /  
Yoga wear 
Melbourne 
30 May 2015 
 
Julie Belic Australian woman / 
mid-30s 
Yes New label focusing on yoga apparel. 
Supports environmental issues through use of sustainable 
materials. Less clear on ethical manufacturing processes, 
produced in Indonesia.  
Owner trained in fashion design and worked in mainstream 
fashion industry briefly before launching her own label. 
We are Harper /  
Men’s Basics 
Sydney 
18 April 2016 
Kevin Harper Australian man /  
mid-40s 
No Men’s t-shirts, ballcaps and vintage flannel shirts. T-shirts made 
with certified organic cotton in a Fair Wear Foundation certified 
factory in Turkey. 
Owner not trained as a fashion designer – self-taught. 
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Appendix 4  
Mainstream fashion company participants 
Name  Role & organisation details Sustainability initiatives / rationale for inclusion in 
study 
Interview date & 
location 
“Designer Brand” 
Anonymous 
Chief Operating Officer (COO) of a 
Designer womenswear label, family-
owned for over 50 years.  
Chic clothing designed to appeal to a wide 
age range. 
Annual revenue A$30 million. 
15 stores, also sold in David Jones. 
 
95% of clothing produced in Australia and certified by 
ECA. 
All cutting completed in the studio then sent to the 
factory for sewing and trimming. Personal relationship 
with factory owners for over 25 years. 
20 May 2016,  
Sydney 
“Midrange Brand” 
Anonymous 
COO and Retail Marketing Manager of a 
Midrange womenswear company 
Owns two brands commonly pitched as 
“feminine” or “funky” business attire, one 
targeting 20-30s, the other 30s and up. 
Annual revenue A$300 million. 
230 stores, also sold in David Jones and 
Myer department stores. 
Majority of clothing produced in Australia and certified 
by ECA. 
Owner has personal relationship with a knit factory in 
China spanning 20 years, visits 2-3 times per year. 
16 October 2015, 
Sydney 
Catherine van der 
Muelen (nee Taouk) 
Former Supre (Australian fast fashion 
chain) Director, now advocates for 
During her time at Supre, van der Muelen did not 
engage in sustainability initiatives. However, since she 
12 March 2015, Sydney 
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 sustainable fashion. 
Supre now part of Cotton On, annual 
revenue A$1.5 billion. 
1,300 stores in 19 markets, 760 stores in 
Australia. 
left she has been a sustainable fashion advocate 
including drafting white papers on sustainability to share 
with the industry and involvement in Clean Cut Fashion 
(2015-2016). 
Clare Press Fashion editor-at-large Marie Claire, author 
of Wardrobe Crisis: How we went from Sunday 
Best to Fast Fashion (2016), produces 
podcast Wardrobe Crisis. 
Journalist and writer with over 20 years’ experience in 
the fashion industry. She is now engaged in multiple 
sustainable fashion activities while maintaining presence 
in the mainstream fashion scene. 
15 August 2016, 
Sydney 
Debra Lawson 
 
Owner/Designer of Dharma Bums 
Athletic wear, crossover brand from 
entrepreneur to mainstream. 
Annual revenue A$4 million. 
100% of clothing produced in Australia and certified by 
ECA. 
Experiments with sustainable materials but not across 
all products. 
7 June 2016, Sydney 
Jaana  
Quaintance-James & 
Jason Roberston 
 
Ethical Sourcing Manager at David Jones 
department store. 
Head of Corporate Social Responsibility 
and Sustainability. 
 
David Jones is owned by Woolworth’s 
Holding South Africa. 
Annual revenue A$2.2 billion. 
7200 employees. 
“Good Business Journey” Sustainability Strategy with 
multiple initiatives including: 
• All suppliers must sign on to their ethical Code of 
Conduct with environmental, social and ethical 
issues addressed. 
• Improving packaging design for private label ranges. 
• Committed to eliminating harmful. substances in 
materials and products sold in stores. 
• Environmental features in department stores. 
Quaintance-James: 
3 June 2015, Sydney 
4 April 2017, Sydney 
 
Robertson: 
4 February 2015, 
Sydney 
Jasmin Mawson Corporate Advocacy Coordinator at Engages directly, and regularly, with mainstream fashion 11 December 2015, 
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Baptist World Aid (non-profit advocacy 
group) 
companies to address ethical issues in their supply 
chains. Manages the Ethical Fashion Report, published 
annually by Baptist World Aid, and engaged in industry 
forums to improve supply chain transparency and work 
toward a living wage. 
Sydney 
Kit Willow 
 
Owner/designer of KITX, contemporary 
sustainable designer fashion. 
 
Sustainable materials including organic cotton, hemp-
silk blends, recycled PET zippers, natural dyes, hand-
woven fabrics and more. 
20 August 2015, 
Sydney 
Lucy King Sustainability Manager Country Road 
Group (CRG), which owns Country Road, 
Witchery, Trenery, Politix and Mimco. 
CRG is owned by Woolworth’s Holding 
South Africa. 
Annual revenue A$237.6 million. 
10,000 employees. 
“Good Business Journey” Sustainability Strategy with 
multiple initiatives including: 
• Suppliers adhere to Code of Practice with 
independent auditing of environment, health and 
safety in overseas factories. 
• Sustainable sourcing of raw materials including the 
Better Cotton Initiative and animal welfare 
considerations for Angora, wool and leather. 
• Environmental features of some factories 
17 May 2016, Sydney 
Unnamed 
spokesperson 
H&M corporate headquarters 
Annual revenue SEK 223 billion  
(A$34 billion). 
4,351 stores in 64 markets, 22 stores in 
Australia. 161,000 employees. 
Developed  Conscious Collection experimenting with 
sustainable materials.  
Promote in-store clothes recycling. 
Fund the 1 million euro Global Change Award to 
support sustainable innovation. 
23 August 2016, via 
email 
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Industry events attended 
Who/What When 
Clean Cut Designer Showcase  April 2014 
Sydney Ideas “Beauty Without Harm” featuring Kit Willow, Janna Quaintance-
James and me. 
 
August 2014 
Clean Cut Future Talk panel 1 featuring CUE, Kowtow, Nobody Denim April 2015 
Conscious Capitalism Summit June 2015 
Australian Fashion Chamber event, featuring Fairtrade Australia New Zealand July 2015 
Fashion Revolution Team Meeting March 2016 
Clean Cut Future Talk panel 2 featuring Country Road, TOME, ECA May 2016 
1 Million Women online fashion panel featuring Bianca Spender and me November 2016 
Edge Environment Circular Threads Forum November 2016 
Sustainable Development Goals Australia (SDGA) 2016 December 2016 
Fashion Revolution “The New Normal” event featuring Levi Strauss & Co and 
Patagonia 
 
April 2017 
Clean Cut Future Talk panel 3 featuring Viktoria & Woods, Manning Cartell and 
environmentalist/model Laura Wells  
 
May 2017 
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H&M and sustainability 
I did not fully address the apparent contradiction (and subsequent movement and industry debate) surrounding H&M’s business model of fast 
fashion and its declaration that it is “leading the way within several sustainability areas” in the fashion industry (Persson, 2016). However, given its 
increasing presence in Australia (19 stores at the time of writing), its frequent marketing of sustainability initiatives, and the billboards that dot 
Australian cities promoting bikinis for $7.95 or jeans for $19.95, it warranted inclusion in Chapter Four. H&M experiences rampant growth in 
shopfronts (there are over 4,000 stores in 64 markets around the world, including over 400 new stores in 2016), which translates into a vast number of 
garments created and sold. Nonetheless, H&M was named a top “Detoxer” in Greenpeace’s campaign (2016) and ranked 20th in the “2016 Global 
100 Most Sustainable Corporations in the World Index” because of its commitment toward energy and water conservation, decreased use of toxic 
chemicals, and production of sustainable fibres (Corporate Knights, 2016). H&M are a partner of the Better Cotton Initiative with an aim to use 100 
per cent Better Cotton by 2020 and run the Global Change Award, an innovation challenge seeking technology and business advances to support a 
circular business model for the fashion industry through the H&M Foundation, and are a key sponsor of the Mistra Future Fashion Project, which 
researches fashion and the circular economy. Despite these advances, the Conscious Collection garments are notoriously difficult to locate within the 
stores and H&M continue to produce in traditional sweatshop facilities (Abrams, 2016). At the Sydney launch of the 2016 Conscious Exclusive 
collection the Showroom manager knew very little about how and where the garments were produced: “Hmm, well, we produce in so many countries 
around the world, but most likely China”, suggesting that sustainability values are not as embedded throughout the company as the sustainability team 
and/or headquarters might have us believe. During the launch there was a general buzz about the hypocrisy of H&M promoting sustainability 
amongst guests including environmental NGO staffers, magazine editors and sustainable fashion movement members. 
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Appendix 5 
Wardrobe examination participants 
Pseudonym Age Gender Location Industry/Profession Method 
Alexis 25 F South/Shire Finance Wardrobe examination 
Bree 21 F Central Sydney Student Wardrobe examination 
Bridget 37 F Eastern Suburbs Project Manager Wardrobe examination, Shopping go-along  
Bronte 32 F Eastern Suburbs Public Relations Manager Wardrobe examination 
Caitlyn 26 F Southeast Media sales Wardrobe examination 
Carrie 34 F Canberra Project manager, stylist Wardrobe examination, Shopping go-along  
Chloe 27 F Southeast Teacher Wardrobe examination 
Daphne 39 F Inner West Writer, publicist Wardrobe examination 
Francesca 42 F North Shore Stay at home mother Wardrobe examination, Shopping go-along  
Frankie 22 F Central Sydney Student Wardrobe examination 
Heather 31 F Inner West Stylist Interview 
Laura 50 F Inner West Consultant Wardrobe examination 
Mabel 70 F Northern Beaches Pensioner Wardrobe examination 
Mariah 53 F Northern Beaches Retail owner Wardrobe examination 
Padma 30 F Western Suburbs Administration Wardrobe examination 
Paige 33 F Eastern Suburbs Finance Wardrobe examination 
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Sadie 35 F Western Suburbs Journalist Wardrobe examination 
Xavier 36 M Eastern Suburbs Project Manager Wardrobe examination 
Zoe 28 F Inner West Retail, formerly fashion law Wardrobe examination 
	
Recruitment and methodology notes 
Fashion lovers were targeted based on an assumption that those interested in the topic of fashion would be more willing to talk about the subject 
matter in an articulated manner and because they are also likely to be fashion leaders – knowledgeable about fashion and possessing some ability to 
influence mainstream fashion trends (Summers, 1970; Vernette, 2004). If fashion lovers can eventually become lovers of sustainable fashion, there is 
potential for them to influence uptake of sustainable fashion more broadly. Participants were gathered from a range of tactics including a digital 
advertisement on fashion blogs, printed flyers distributed at the University of Sydney, promotion of the study at a clothes swap, and direct 
recruitment via my friends/colleagues nominating their friends/colleagues who did not know me personally and who were interested in fashion (see 
sample advertisement on following page). In all cases, participants self-selected and were sent information regarding the study beforehand to confirm 
their participation.  
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Sample Advertisement	
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